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ABSTRACT 
 
Ryan Scott Ebright: Echoes of the Avant-garde in American Minimalist Opera 
(Under the direction of Mark Katz) 
 
The closing decades of the twentieth century witnessed a resurgence of American opera, led 
in large part by the popular and critical success of minimalism. Based on repetitive musical 
structures, minimalism emerged out of the fervid artistic intermingling of mid twentieth-
century American avant-garde communities, where music, film, dance, theater, technology, 
and the visual arts converged. Within opera, minimalism has been transformational, bringing 
a new, accessible musical language and an avant-garde aesthetic of experimentation and 
politicization. Thus, minimalism’s influence invites a reappraisal of how opera has been and 
continues to be defined and experienced at the turn of the twenty-first century. 
“Echoes of the Avant-garde in American Minimalist Opera” offers a critical history 
of this subgenre through case studies of Philip Glass’s Satyagraha (1980), Steve Reich’s The 
Cave (1993), and John Adams’s Doctor Atomic (2005). This project employs oral history and 
archival research as well as musical, dramatic, and dramaturgical analyses to investigate 
three interconnected lines of inquiry. The first traces the roots of these operas to the 
aesthetics and practices of the American avant-garde communities with which these 
composers collaborated early in their careers. The second examines how the non-traditional 
modes of communication used by these operas—whether narrative or technological—
restructure the relationship between spectator and performer. The third line of inquiry takes a 
 iii
political approach, focusing on how these works perform exceptionalist notions of national 
identity. 
Through the construction of interdisciplinary frameworks that draw on theories of 
drama, narrativity, film, and sound studies, this dissertation presents a nuanced profile of the 
evolution of American opera. It also offers a musically-oriented perspective on cultural 
constructions of American identity, thus contributing to a growing body of scholarship on 
American exceptionalism. Finally, this dissertation documents the avant-garde’s continued 
legacy as its aesthetics, practices, and politics transfer across genre, time, and space. 
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INTRODUCTION. THE CHANGING IMAGE OF OPERA 
 
 
There’s been a real revolution in the world of music theater. My perception is that the 
world of progressive theater has found its way into the world of the opera house. We 
can take two people as an example: Peter Sellars and Robert Wilson who began in the 
world of the avant-garde Off-Broadway, way-way-way-Off-Broadway theater and are 
now directing operas all over the world…You’re getting people who don’t come from 
the world of repertory opera, but they come from the world of progressive 
experimental theater, and they are bringing what they know about theater to the world 
of opera. We’re looking at a real revolution—a revolution in methods of working, 
collaborative ways of working, ways pieces are produced and ways they ask the 
audience to perceive them.1 
Philip Glass, 1988 
 
[Einstein on the Beach] was a very avant-garde tradition-breaking piece when it 
happened in 1976. The odd thing is that theatre’s not changed that much since then—
if anything most theatre has become more conventional…In terms of experimental 
work this is still cutting edge—not because we were so far ahead but because 
everyone else stayed so far behind.2 
Philip Glass, 2012 
 
The closing decades of the twentieth century witnessed a resurgence of American opera, led 
in large part by the popular and critical success of minimalism. The effect of minimalism has 
been transformational, bringing a new, accessible musical language and an avant-garde 
aesthetic of experimentation and politicization to opera. Minimalist operas have achieved 
success internationally, standing as exemplars of the American contribution to a 
quintessentially European genre. Identified by musicologist Robert Fink as “the most 
significant development in late twentieth-century opera,” the fusion of sung drama and 
                                                 
1Philip Glass, “Philip Glass. Composer. New York City,” ARTSREVIEW 5, no. 1: America’s Opera, ed. Dodie 
Kazanjian (Washington, DC: National Endowment for the Arts, 1988), 18. 
2Philip Glass and David Sillito, “Philip Glass: Have a Sleep During Einstein on the Beach,” BBC News, 4 May 
2012. 
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minimalism invites a reappraisal of how opera has been and continues to be defined and 
experienced at the turn of the twenty-first century.3 
When Philip Glass wrote in 1988 about a revolution in American opera, he already 
had nine operas and music theater pieces to his credit and was establishing a reputation as a 
prolific composer whose musical style found favor with audiences weary of modernist 
music.4 In this last respect he was not alone: during the prior year fellow composer John 
Adams garnered considerable attention when his and Peter Sellars’s opera Nixon in China 
premiered in Houston and New York. A decade earlier, however, Glass was relatively 
unknown outside of the downtown Manhattan arts scene. After breaking through to the 
public spotlight with his and Robert Wilson’s Einstein on the Beach in 1976, Glass’s star 
continued rising in the musical world. In 1984 the Brooklyn Academy of Music—which 
under the leadership of Harvey Lichtenstein became a staunch advocate of new theater, 
dance, and music—revived Einstein, and their accompanying film documentary about the re-
making of Einstein was aptly titled “The Changing Image of Opera.” Einstein, it seemed, had 
sparked a revolution. 
Nearly a quarter-century later in 2012, on the occasion of the latest revival of 
Einstein’s original production, Glass felt compelled essentially to negate the statement he had 
made in 1988. The lengthy, non-narrative opera—devoid of plot, arias, and most other 
elements commonly associated with the genre—still challenged spectators with its 
associative yet ambiguous images and insistently repetitive music. Few operas since that time 
                                                 
3Robert Fink, “Opera after 1945,” in Oxford Handbook of Opera, ed. Helen Greenwald [forthcoming]. Thanks 
to Robert Fink for making early drafts of this article available to the public. 
4By 1988, Glass’s operas and music-theater pieces included Einstein on the Beach (1976), Satyagraha (1980), 
Madrigal Opera (1980), The Photographer (1982), Akhnaten (1983), the CIVIL warS (1984), The Juniper Tree 
(1984), The Fall of the House of Usher (1987), and The Making Of The Representative For Planet 8 (1988). 
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had trod upon the ground broken by Einstein; instead, most hewed closely to operatic 
conventions of music and drama. Glass’s perceived revolution, it seemed, had never arrived; 
the world of progressive, experimental theater had not succeeded in reshaping American 
opera. 
Although opera in the United States may not have been refashioned to the extent that 
some artists and composers of the 1970 and 1980s expected, much has changed since 
Einstein’s premiere, pace Glass’s 2012 assessment otherwise. “Echoes of the Avant-garde” 
examines the changing image of post-1970s American opera by offering a critical history of 
minimalist opera. Through case studies of representative operas by Philip Glass (Satyagraha, 
1980), Steve Reich (The Cave, 1993), and John Adams (Doctor Atomic, 2005), I argue that 
the emergence and continuation of American minimalist opera is deeply indebted to the mid-
century avant-garde communities with which these composers and their collaborators 
associated. To trace the influence of the avant-garde in these operas is to demonstrate the 
genre’s continuing capacity for transformation, as well as the fluidity with which non-
musical practices and trends have moved across genres to resound within American opera. 
Contextualized within the shifting social, political, and musical terrains of the late twentieth 
century, these three operas offer windows into a living, evolving art form. At the same time, 
the stories of these operas become a story of America, as the portraits of these innovative, 
politically engaged operas reflect changing perspectives toward an American identity defined 
by exceptionalism. 
The influence of experimental theater on contemporary opera, addressed in Glass’s 
first quotation above, is merely one factor among many in the larger nexus of American 
avant-garde aesthetics and practices that manifest in minimalist operas. As Glass notes, a 
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collaborative approach toward authorship—one that extends beyond the conventional 
composer–librettist relationship—is one prominent practice that has transferred into late 
twentieth-century opera, and the case studies in this dissertation flesh out the complex 
networks of artistic collaborations that gave birth to these works. In documenting the creation 
of each of these operas, I have included, whenever possible, the voices of artists vital to their 
development. To that end, this dissertation supplements an existing corpus of composer 
interviews with several new interviews with directors, librettists, conductors, and 
impresarios, as well as sound, set, costume, and video designers. 
The shift in how audiences are asked to perceive works, as Glass also notes, marks an 
equally fundamental aesthetic repositioning. This, too, can be tied to the avant-garde, which 
historically has occupied an adversarial position within a dominant culture and has concerned 
itself with breaking down barriers between various artistic genres, between audience and 
spectator, between art and life. More generally, composers, librettists, and other artists 
working within American opera have explored diverse techniques and practices in their 
search for new modes of expression. Opera’s conventional approaches to drama, sound, and 
sight have all been upended as artists have adapted technological, literary, and theatrical 
innovations to opera, in some cases even taking opera out of the opera house. Given the 
sometimes radical ways in which these experiments have altered the experience of opera, this 
dissertation also documents the innovations that are effecting these changes for the spectator. 
Mapping these innovations onto the collaborative networks, then, makes it possible to follow 
the complex transfer of aesthetics, practices, and even politics across genre, time, and space, 
and provides a window into the enduring legacy of the American avant-garde. 
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This last element—politics—also plays a vital role in this study. Satyagraha, The 
Cave, Doctor Atomic, and many other minimalist operas dramatize intensely political 
subjects and, at the same time, enact complex representations of American identity. At the 
stylistic level, minimalist operas challenge the conventions of a European-created genre by 
drawing on specifically American avant-garde aesthetics. On a more subtle level, the three 
operas in this study engage with representations of American exceptionalism through their 
subject matter. Each dramatizes historically significant events: the detonation of the first 
atomic bomb (Doctor Atomic), the life story of the biblical patriarch Abraham (The Cave), 
and the South African genesis of Mahatma Gandhi’s practice of non-violent protest 
(Satyagraha). In different ways and in each opera—even those having little to do with the 
United States, such as Satyagraha and The Cave—the creators of these works weave 
America into the dramatic narrative, offering mythologizing visions of an America that is at 
once bound up in, and the culmination of, the larger human narrative. This exceptionalist 
vein, I argue, stems from the socio-political concerns unique to each opera’s creation. In 
locating each opera within a complex web of historical and cultural connections, this 
dissertation localizes politics within particular historical milieux, then steps back to confront 
broader questions about nationalism and identity. 
“Echoes of the Avant-garde” is one of a number of studies by a younger generation of 
musicologists intent on documenting and understanding the remarkable growth and vitality 
of new American opera since the 1980s. Given the impact of minimalist opera and Robert 
Fink’s aforementioned assessment, and owing to the increased availability of archival 
documents, it is perhaps unsurprising that this musicological appraisal of American opera 
centers on minimalist opera. Although existing studies have explored the music of Glass’s 
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seminal Einstein on the Beach, Leah Weinberg’s “Theater of Representation: Einstein on the 
Beach, Minimalist Opera, and the Cultural Politics of Intermedial Collaboration” will explore 
this work through the lens of collaborative practice.5 Sasha Metcalf’s “Institutions and 
Patrons in American Opera: The Reception of Philip Glass, 1976–1992” takes a broader view 
of Glass, examining how the reception of Glass’s early operas informs larger questions of 
canonicity, culture, and identity.6 Finally, Alice Cotter, drawing on John Adams’s personal 
archives, provides a much anticipated document-based study in “Sketches of Grief: Genesis, 
Musical Development, and Revision in the Operas of John Adams, Peter Sellars, and Alice 
Goodman.”7 Like the works of Timothy Johnson and John Richardson, whose books have 
offered in-depth musical and cultural analyses of specific operas, these forthcoming 
dissertations promise to be similarly targeted studies, albeit ones that encompass multiple 
operas by two of the United States’ most prominent opera composers.8 
This dissertation takes a broader view of minimalist opera in order to demonstrate the 
ways in which avant-garde ideas have informed and transformed opera in the United States. 
                                                 
5Leah Weinberg, “Theater of Representation: Einstein on the Beach, Minimalist Opera, and the Cultural Politics 
of Intermedial Collaboration” (PhD diss., University of Michigan [expected 2015]). See also Rob Haskins, 
“Another Look at Philip Glass: Aspects of Harmony and Formal Design in Early Works and Einstein on the 
Beach,” JEMS: Journal of Experimental Music Studies 2005, http://www.users.waitrose.com/~chobbs/ 
haskinsglass.html, accessed 6 March 2013; Milos Raickovich, “Einstein on the Beach by Philip Glass: A 
Musical Analysis” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 1994); Kyle Gann, “Intuition and Algorithm in 
Einstein on the Beach,” NewMusicBox, http://www.newmusicbox.org/articles/intuition-and-algorithm-in-
einstein-on-the-beach/, accessed 6 March 2013.  
6Sasha Metcalf, “Institutions and Patrons in American Opera: The Reception of Philip Glass, 1976–1992” (PhD 
diss., University of California, Santa Barbara [expected 2015]).  
7Alice Cotter, “Sketches of Grief: Genesis, Musical Development, and Revision in the Operas of John Adams, 
Peter Sellars, and Alice Goodman” (PhD diss., Princeton University [expected 2015]). 
8Timothy Johnson, John Adams’s Nixon in China: Musical Analysis, Historical and Political Perspectives 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011); John Richardson, Singing Archaeology: Philip Glass’s Akhnaten (Hanover 
and London: Wesleyan University Press, 1999). For examples of additional studies that center on single 
minimalist operas, see also Michael Altmann, Sakrales Musiktheater im 20. Jahrhundert: Eine Studie zur Oper 
Satyagraha von Philip Glass (Regensburg: S. Roderer, 1993); David Bruce Beverly, “John Adams’s Opera The 
Death of Klinghoffer” (PhD diss., University of Kentucky, 2002). 
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In adopting a more expansive approach, “Echoes of the Avant-garde” follows in the steps of 
essays by scholars such as Arved Ashby and Robert Adlington.9 Both provide useful 
overviews of related repertoires (minimalist opera and music theater after the 1960s, 
respectively) and the scholarly issues surrounding them. Ashby, for instance, links the operas 
of Adams, Glass, Reich, and Meredith Monk to artistic and socio-cultural questions raised by 
philosophers Walter Benjamin, Gilles Deleuze, and Marshall McLuhan; surrealist André 
Breton; and theater directors and playwrights Antonin Artaud, Bertolt Brecht, and Gertrude 
Stein.  
“Echoes of the Avant-garde” most clearly distinguishes itself from these earlier 
studies through its methodologies. Given the developing state of the field of minimalist opera 
studies, I devote a substantial amount of time to engaging with previously unexamined 
archival sources, some of which remains in the hands of individual artists such as Constance 
DeJong, and others of which—such as the Steve Reich Papers at the Paul Sacher Stiftung—
have become available to researchers only recently. I also draw on a number of interviews I 
conducted with the artists I discuss herein. In addition to providing new facts pertaining to 
the creation of these operas, these interviews, in many cases, offer interpretative possibilities 
that might otherwise remain unexplored. 
There are a few things that this dissertation is not. First, although I am focusing on 
only three operas, in no way am I intending to promote a “masterpiece” tradition or “Great 
Man” history, both of which can threaten to devalue context and overvalue human agency. 
On the contrary, this dissertation shifts the focus to look beyond the composer at the other 
                                                 
9Arved Ashby, “Minimalist Opera,” in The Cambridge Companion to Twentieth-Century Opera, ed. Mervyn 
Cooke (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 244–66; Robert Adlington, “Music 
Theatre Since the 1960s,” in The Cambridge Companion to Twentieth-Century Opera, 225–43. 
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collaborators so integral in the process of creating new works of art. There are limits to every 
study, of course, and here I have chosen the composers that are most visible to the public eye. 
A fuller history of American minimalist opera might also include works by Robert Ashley, 
Michael Gordon, Joan La Barbara, David Lang, Meredith Monk, and Julia Wolfe, to name 
but a few composers. Even a thorough consideration of only these composers would ignore 
the equally rich tradition of minimalist opera that has sprung up across the Atlantic, thanks to 
composers such as Michael Nyman, Gavin Bryars, and Louis Andriessen.10 Nor is this, at its 
core, a comparative study, although I do attend to differences and similarities. Rather, I am 
most interested in how the composers and their collaborators discussed in this dissertation 
have incorporated new technologies, media, dramaturgies, narrative strategies, and socio-
political realities into their operas, as well as, of course, their different styles of musical 
minimalism. 
Finally, in tracing the connections between the post-war American theatrical avant-
garde and the three operas in this study, I am not suggesting that they should be understood 
as being avant-garde or ipso facto belonging to that movement. Of the pieces that might be 
classified as minimalist operas, that distinction of “avant-garde” arguably belongs only to 
Einstein on the Beach. The minimalist music theater pieces that followed, beginning with 
Satyagraha in 1980, all demonstrate a dominant culture’s ability to subsume and incorporate 
the innovations of the avant-garde. In this case, opera, frequently held up as the apogee of the 
Western classical music tradition for its ability to combine the known forms of art, is the 
dominant culture, or one form of it. Or, viewed from the reverse perspective, this study traces 
                                                 
10On these composers, see, for example, Pwyll ap Siôn, The Music of Michael Nyman: Texts, Contexts and 
Intertexts (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007); Yayoi Uno Everett, The Music of Louis Andriessen (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Robert Adlington, Louis Andriessen: De Staat (Aldershot, UK: 
Ashgate, 2004); Maja Trochimczyk, ed., The Music of Louis Andriessen (New York: Routledge, 2002). 
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the avant-garde’s ability to enact gradual artistic, if not social, change. Constructing the 
narrative of minimalist opera in this way makes it possible to examine the types of changes 
that aesthetics, politics, and practices undergo in their transfer from the artistic fringe into the 
mainstream.  
The case studies in this dissertation are arranged chronologically, and their selection 
is due, in part, to their ability to extend the scope of this dissertation over the three decades in 
which minimalist operas have flourished, and also to the fact that they remain under-
documented to varying degrees. These case studies document the processes of creation and 
production that brought these operas to life, using new interviews and archival materials. 
Each chapter also includes sections that elucidate the connections between the composer, 
their collaborators, and the avant-garde communities in which they moved during the early 
parts of their careers. With only a few exceptions, I have left the stories of these operas’ 
receptions largely untold. 
The first chapter, “Einstein on the Beach: Minimalism Goes to the Opera House,” 
introduces the three factors that come into play repeatedly in this dissertation’s case 
studies—the avant-garde, minimalism, and American opera—by way of a brief overview of 
Einstein on the Beach, in which they combine to create the first minimalist opera. In my 
discussions of each these three elements, I draw connections among them and clarify my use 
of these and other related terms. Like several later operas by Glass, Reich, and Adams, 
Einstein weds avant-garde theatrical aesthetics with musical minimalism, raising questions of 
genre as well as transnationalism. 
Chapter 2, “Satyagraha: Interweaving Narratives,” centers on Glass’s 1980 operatic 
collaboration with librettist Constance DeJong and designer Robert Israel. Revolving around 
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Gandhi’s formative years in South Africa, Satyagraha is Glass’s first bona-fide opera, 
composed for an opera company. A small body of work on Satyagraha already exists. 
Michael Altmann’s monograph, Sakrales Musiktheater im 20. Jahrhundert: Eine Studie zur 
Oper Satyagraha von Philip Glass, provides a detailed analysis of the opera’s music and 
dramatic structure, whereas Glass’s own account provides some background information on 
the opera’s creation.11 My history of Satyagraha fleshes out the story of its development 
through new interviews with DeJong and Israel, as well as materials from DeJong’s personal 
archives. In a more hermeneutical turn, I focus on how the music, text, and mise-en-scène of 
Satyagraha interact and trace the opera’s unorthodox musico-dramatic strategies back to 
Antonin Artaud and Gertrude Stein. Looking at Glass’s pronouncement that “the audience 
completes the piece,” I argue that while Satyagraha does allow spectators to participate in 
the construction of meaning by infusing the opera with a degree of narrative abstraction, it 
also resurrects the author by advancing an authorially-intended meaning, one that implicitly 
forwards an exceptionalist view of the United States. To examine how this meaning plays out 
in similar (but temporally disparate) socio-historical contexts, I contextualize two different 
productions of Satyagraha in their respective socio-political milieux. 
The emphasis on narrative as a structural device shifts in the next chapter to a 
consideration of narrative as a potential source of both conflict and reconciliation. In Chapter 
                                                 
11Altmann, Eine Studie zur Oper Satyagraha von Philip Glass; Philip Glass, Music by Philip Glass, ed. Robert 
T. Jones (New York: Harper and Row, 1987). See also Constance DeJong and Philip Glass, Satyagraha: M.K. 
Gandhi in South Africa, 1893–1914: The Historical Material and Libretto Comprising the Opera’s Book (New 
York: Tanam Press, 1983). A number of shorter articles also discuss Satyagraha, including Linda Hutcheon and 
Michael Hutcheon, “Philip Glass’s Satyagraha: Para-Colonial Para-Opera,” University of Toronto Quarterly 80 
(2011): 718–30; Michael Lommel, “Satyagraha als Ritus und Appell: Gandhi und die Bhagadvadgita in Philip 
Glass’ Oper Satyagraha und Ihre Deutschen Erstaufführung in der Inszenierung durch Achim Freyer,” in 
Weine, Weine, du armes Volk: Das verführte und betrogene Volk auf der Bühne: Gesammelte Vorträge des 
Salzburger Symposions 1994, ed. Peter Csobádi (Anif: Müller-Speiser, 1995), 201–22; Georg Quander, “Von 
Minimal zum Maximal: Zum Problem der musikalischen Disposition, der Zeitstruktur und der 
Wirklichkeitsstufen in Phil Glass’ Oper Satyagraha,” in Oper Heute: Formen der Wirklichkeit im 
zeitgenössischen Musiktheater, ed. Otto Kolleritsch (Graz: Institut für Wertungsforschung, 1985), 228–43. 
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3, “The Cave: Theater of Testimony and Technology,” I leap forward in time to the 1993 
premiere of Steve Reich’s and Beryl Korot’s first documentary video opera, The Cave. Like 
Glass did when referring to Satyagraha in 1982, Reich claimed his own opera as 
revolutionary, an attempt to remake music theater for contemporary audiences. His, however, 
was to be a revolution driven by technology. In seeking to understand what effect the reliance 
on documentary materials holds for the opera, which uses interviews with Palestinians, 
Israelis, and Americans for its visual and musical content, I contextualize the dramatic 
aesthetic of The Cave within the history of documentary theater in the United States. 
Drawing on archival documents from Reich’s papers at the Paul Sacher Stiftung and letters in 
the Mandeville Special Collections at the University of California, San Diego, as well as new 
interviews with Korot and directors Carey Perloff and Nick Mangano, I detail the long 
development of The Cave as well as the political impulse behind in its formation. In the 
process, I propose a repositioning of The Cave as central to much of Reich’s oeuvre from the 
1980s and 1990s and argue that the opera advances a kind of Americanized vision of Arab-
Israeli harmony. 
The use of documentary materials as a dramatic basis provides the link to the final 
case study, which examines Adams’s and Peter Sellars’s 2005 opera, Doctor Atomic. Both of 
their previous operatic collaborations, Nixon in China (1987) and The Death of Klinghoffer 
(1991), have already received significant scholarly attention, and a new study by Alice Cotter 
will examine the genesis, composition, and revision of these three operas.12 In my fourth 
chapter, “Doctor Atomic: Fusing Art and Life,” I bring together archival sources from the 
                                                 
12Beverly, “John Adams’s Opera The Death of Klinghoffer;” Matthew Daines, “Telling the Truth About Nixon: 
Parody, Cultural Representation, and Gender Politics in John Adams’s Opera Nixon in China” (PhD diss., 
University of California, Davis, 1995); Johnson, John Adams’s Nixon in China; Stephan Martin Prock III, 
“Reading Between the Lines: Musical and Dramatic Discourse in John Adams’s Nixon in China” (DMA diss., 
Cornell University, 1993); Alice Cotter, “Sketches of Grief.” 
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San Francisco Opera and new interviews with director-librettist Sellars and sound designer 
Mark Grey to examine how the operatic dramatization of the testing of the first atomic bomb 
effects a fusion of art and life. At its most visceral, this fusion is sonic in nature, the result of 
an electronic sound design that effectively collapses the aural barrier of the proscenium and 
immerses the audience in sound. At a more textual level, Adams’s and Sellars’s decision to 
use historical documents in the collaged libretto brings with it claims of documentary 
authenticity and enacts a tempered rebuke of post-9/11 American governmental policies. 
By way of conclusion, I step back to consider the broader issues at play in these case 
studies, as well as the historiographic challenges of this repertory and areas for future 
research. A genre as multivalent as opera continues to demand a similarly ambitious 
approach that cuts across disciplines, one that I attempt in the following pages. Doing so 
offers rewards beyond an enhanced understanding of opera. Situated within an 
interdisciplinary nexus between opera, theater, and American studies, “Echoes of the Avant-
garde in American Minimalist Opera” contributes to an emerging body of musical 
scholarship on late twentieth-century and contemporary American opera, a nascent dialogue 
on the performance of American identity on an increasingly international stage, and a 
continuing examination of the legacy and role of the avant-gardes in the United States. 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 1. EINSTEIN ON THE BEACH: MINIMALISM GOES TO THE OPERA 
HOUSE 
 
 
Impresario David Gockley, arguably the most important champion of American opera in the 
late twentieth- and early twenty-first centuries, points to 1976 as a moment of rebirth for the 
genre in the United States. Reflecting on the explosive growth in American opera since the 
mid-1980s, he cites Einstein on the Beach as a turning point, when the nation’s most 
prestigious operatic museum briefly embraced the present: 
In many ways Einstein on the Beach at the Metropolitan Opera in 1976 was a 
landmark moment…After decades of modernism and dodecaphony and Milton 
Babbitt and, say, “Who Cares If You Listen?” and academic music by and for the 
academic community, the Glass work—so visually oriented through the eyes of Bob 
Wilson—kind of blew that old world out of the water at that point… I think if it 
weren’t for that cleansing act of Wilson and Glass, and [later] Dennis Russell Davies 
of Stuttgart and Achim Freyer in Europe working with Dennis, I don’t know where 
we’d be.1 
 
As Gockley’s quotation demonstrates, Einstein’s appearance at the Metropolitan Opera has 
become firmly ensconced in narratives of late twentieth-century American opera. Although 
its musico-dramatic influence on subsequent American opera is debatable, its symbolic 
                                                 
1David Gockley, interview with the author, 28 June 2012, San Francisco, CA. Gockley served as general 
director of Houston Grand Opera from 1972 to 2005, during which time he oversaw the premieres of more than 
twenty-five operas, including Adams’s Nixon in China, Glass’s The Making of the Representative for Planet 8, 
Monk’s ATLAS, and multiple operas by Jake Heggie and Carlisle Floyd. Since 2006, he has served as the 
general director of San Francisco Opera, with premieres of Glass’s Appomattox, Christopher Theofanidis’s 
Heart of a Soldier, and Mark Adamo’s The Gospel of Mary Magdalene, among others. On Gockley, see Joshua 
Kosman, “The Populist Innovator,” SFGate, 22 January 2006, http://www.sfgate.com/magazine/article/The-
Populist-Innovator-Can-David-Gockley-new-2523627.php, accessed 20 January 2014; Michael Zwiebach, 
“David Gockley and the Golden Age of American Opera,” San Francisco Classical Voice, 15 January 2013, 
https://www.sfcv.org/article/david-gockley-and-the-golden-age-of-american-opera, accessed 20 January 2014. 
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power is undeniable, marking a confluence of factors, including musical minimalism, 
American opera, and the theatrical avant-garde. 
This chapter introduces three threads that will be woven together repeatedly in the 
subsequent case studies. The first is the American avant-garde, which flourished in the 
middle decades of the twentieth century. Drawing on European precedents, American artists 
carved for themselves after World War II a position that challenged a rapidly solidifying 
cultural dominant infused with elements of both popular and modernist art. As I discuss 
below, the avant-garde was a diffuse, exploratory movement that cut across genres. Given the 
fluidity with which experimental artists crossed artistic genres, the distinctions among the 
various veins of the American avant-garde are not always clear, and the aesthetics and ideas 
of one genre or community frequently carried over into another. Nevertheless, my concern 
below will be primarily with outlining the theatrical avant-garde, which exerted the clearest 
influence on minimalist opera and was arguably the most influential wing of the avant-garde. 
Its aesthetics—informed by European and American directors, playwrights, poets, and 
musicians such as Antonin Artaud, Bertolt Brecht, Erwin Piscator, Gertrude Stein, and John 
Cage—pervaded the other artistic genres to such an unprecedented degree that by the 1970s, 
art itself became theatricalized in the development of performance art.2 Minimalist painting 
and sculpture, too, suggested a sort of theatricalization, insofar as minimalism foregrounded 
the involvement of the spectator. Although several critics pronounced the death of avant-
                                                 
2Performance art remains a notoriously imprecise term. At its most general, it encompasses self-created solo 
pieces, but the trend took on different concerns in theatrical and visual arts contexts. Whereas theatrical 
performance art tended to be invested with an autobiographical element, visual performance art often relied 
upon the body and presence of the artist. Art historian Kristine Stiles explains the concept as artists’ attempt to 
“reengage both themselves and spectators in an active experience by reconnecting art (as behavior) to the 
behavior of viewers.” Kristine Stiles, “Uncorrupted Joy: International Art Actions,” in Out of Actions: Between 
Performance and the Object, 1949–1979, ed. Russell Ferguson (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1998), 230. 
For an overview of performance art, see Arnold Aronson, American Avant-garde Theatre: A History (New 
York: Routledge, 2000) 144–80. 
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garde theater in the 1980s, its spirit of experimentation has continued to invigorate various 
genres. American minimalist operas, informed by the legacy of the avant-garde, deviate from 
the operatic conventions of earlier American operas in their dramatic structures, musical 
languages, narrative strategies, and use of multimedia technologies. 
Minimalism, the second thread introduced in this chapter, is a product of the first. 
Based on repetitive structures and regular pulsation, musical minimalism emerged out of the 
fervid artistic intermingling of mid-twentieth-century American avant-garde communities, 
where music, film, dance, theater, technology, and the visual arts collided. It has since seeped 
into mainstream culture, influencing ambient music and film scoring. Yet in its infancy, 
minimalism was oppositional, challenging the dominant position that serialism had come to 
occupy in American musical institutions by the middle of the twentieth century. Although 
minimalism and its creators have been the subject of numerous scholarly studies, most 
accounts of musical minimalism focus primarily on its instrumental repertory.3 Those studies 
that do discuss minimalist opera are either short surveys or extended examinations of single 
operas, thus leaving room for scholarship that addresses the subgenre’s underlying aesthetic, 
stylistic, and cultural connections.4 In a similar vein, although Glass’s connection to the 
avant-garde has been noted often, not least of all by the composer himself, its continued 
                                                 
3For example, see Edward Strickland, Minimalism: Origins (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993); 
Keith Potter, Four Musical Minimalists: La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, Philip Glass (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000); Robert Fink, Repeating Ourselves: American Minimal Music as Cultural 
Practice (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005). 
4See, for example, Michael Altmann, Sakrales Musiktheater im 20. Jahrhundert: Eine Studie zur Oper 
Satyagraha von Philip Glass (Regensburg: S. Roderer, 1993); David Bruce Beverly, “John Adams’s Opera The 
Death of Klinghoffer” (PhD diss., University of Kentucky, 2002); Arved Ashby, “Minimalist Opera,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Twentieth-Century Opera, ed. Mervyn Cooke (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 244–66; Timothy Johnson, John Adams’s Nixon in China: Musical 
Analysis, Historical and Political Perspectives (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011). 
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influence on his theatrical works is an area with room for investigation, whereas Reich’s and 
Adams’s connections to the avant-garde are often overlooked entirely. 
The final thread is American opera, an operatic subgenre that has long struggled to 
define itself against the hegemony that European operas have traditionally held over the 
performance repertoire of U.S. opera houses. Since the early twentieth century, artists, critics, 
and scholars disagreed over whether an opera’s language, musical style, or subject matter 
qualified it as American, or if perhaps that determination lay in the nationality of the 
composer or the location of the opera’s premiere. At the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, the increase in opera commissions and premieres in the United States led critic Anne 
Midgette to write in the New York Times of a growing idea that “new American opera—
pieces by American composers based on American stories—may be the future of a field 
fighting the perception that it is static, Eurocentric and outdated.”5 Indeed, the last decade of 
the twentieth century and the first of the new millennium witnessed upwards of eighty 
premieres of American operas, and that number does not include the large number of works 
written for and premiered by conservatories and smaller opera institutions.6 The idea that 
American opera represents the future of the genre stretches back to the evolving conceptions 
of “American opera” in the early twentieth century and betrays an underlying assumption of 
exceptionality for (future) opera in the United States. Similarly, the ways in which the 
minimalist operas of this study link America to seminal historical events and draw on avant-
garde influences to break with traditional operatic—and therefore European—conventions 
can be viewed as two artistic manifestations of American exceptionalism. Rather than 
                                                 
5Anne Midgette, “In Search of the Next Great American Opera,” New York Times, 19 March 2006. 
6This number is drawn from a list I compiled of opera premieres in the United States or premieres abroad of 
operas by American composers from the 1950s to the present. 
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replicating standard narratives of American exceptionalism, however, these operas 
incorporate the United States into existing narratives with a truly global dimension. The fact 
that the careers of Glass, Reich, and Adams have been successful is due in part to a 
supportive network of European festivals and commissions lends even greater poignancy to 
the culture construction and representation that takes place in their operas. 
 
The American (Theatrical) Avant-garde 
One account of the American avant-garde traces its emergence to Black Mountain College in 
the foothills of Appalachia, where on the evening of 14 August 1948 a number of students 
and faculty, including Buckminster Fuller, Arthur Penn, Merce Cunningham, John Cage, and 
Willem de Kooning, mounted a production of Erik Satie’s proto-absurdist play Le piège de 
Méduse (The Ruse of Medusa). In locating the birth of the post-war American avant-garde 
theater at this moment in time, theater historian Arnold Aronson highlights the important 
influence that Europe—more specifically, the European avant-gardes—would have on the 
American instantiations of the avant-garde.7 The influx of European artists into the United 
States before, during, and after World War II carried new, influential ideas that would act as 
catalyzing forces on American art, including surrealism, futurism, expressionism, symbolism, 
and Dada. The choice of Satie as a starting point carries with it a bit of serendipity for this 
study, since musicians and scholars looking for predecessors to minimalism and its use of 
                                                 
7Aronson, American Avant-garde Theatre, 5. The term “avant-garde” first appeared in French military 
terminology, and was later applied to art by Henri de Saint-Simon (1760–1825), an influential writer who 
proposed the creation of a utopian society. For a thorough examination of the term and its use across history. 
See Matei Călinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1987), 95–150. On the theatrical avant-garde, see also James M. Harding, 
ed., Contours of the Theatrical Avant-garde: Performance and Textuality (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2000). 
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repetition frequently point to the composer’s Vexations (1893), which entails playing a theme 
on the piano 840 times.8 
Over the course of its development, practitioners of the theatrical avant-garde would 
draw repeatedly on the ideas of Gertrude Stein, Antonin Artaud, Bertolt Brecht, Erwin 
Piscator, and John Cage, among others.9 An American writer, poet, and playwright, Stein 
was one of the first to explore alternatives to narrative—the mother of us all, one might quip. 
First Cage, and then later the Living Theater, Robert Wilson, and Richard Foreman built on 
her writings and ideas in their own work. Rather than being bound up in a temporal flow 
predetermined by a dramatic narrative, Stein advocated the idea of the landscape drama, 
which would divorce the theatrical dimensions of time and space and let the spectator control 
the viewing and processing of information. Stein’s metaphor for the experience of landscape 
drama—looking down at a landscape from an airplane and experiencing it all at once rather 
than seeing it rush by linearly as on a speeding train—also proves somewhat apt for the 
experience of some early minimalist music, in which the sense of change is incremental.10 
                                                 
8The first performance of this piece, by John Cage and Lewis Lloyd at the Pocket Theatre in Manhattan, took 
place on 9 September 1963, and required numerous pianists. Cage, who would play a leading role in the shaping 
the American avant-garde, would maintain a fascination with Satie for much of his life. William Fetterman, 
John Cage’s Theatre Pieces: Notations and Performances (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1996), 
16. 
9This summary is necessarily reductive. For a more thorough exposition of influences on the avant-garde, see 
Aronson, American Avant-garde Theatre, 20–41. Aronson, however, does not name Piscator as one of the 
primary influences, although the director was arguably as influential as Brecht through his founding of the 
“Dramatic Workshop” at the New School for Social Research in New York in 1940. 
10Gertrude Stein, Picasso (New York: Dover, 1984), 49–50. John Adams used a similar metaphor in 2005 to 
describe his own music: “The analogy between the two—musical ‘space’ and geographical space—comes to me 
from the experience of traveling over a large land mass. To be moving across a surface…let’s say: you could be 
going over part of the central part of the continent in an airplane at thirty thousand feet and looking down and 
seeing hundreds of miles of the Earth’s surface, but what you see moves very, very slowly. Or you could be in a 
speeding car going eighty miles per hour while the road in front of you changes almost every second, with new 
objects—houses, trees, signs, people, along the side—whizzing past your field of vision at breakneck speed. 
The formal idea with my music is that something appears on the event horizon, and then it increases in 
importance as it begins to dominate the screen, and then it passes you and it’s gone. Meanwhile, several other 
events have arisen and are at various stages of moving towards you.” Adams’s description—which seems to 
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The result of this approach to drama was that the audience became responsible for 
completing the work however they wished—an idea that would prove foundational for Philip 
Glass when he began composing for the theater. 
Although different in means, the ideas of Artaud, Brecht, Piscator, and Cage also 
were geared toward involving the audience. Antonin Artaud, a French poet, playwright, 
actor, and theater director whose “Theater of Cruelty” would prove influential, advocated, 
like Stein, the disruption of narrative. Indeed, he called for the rejection of language 
altogether, along with character, psychology, and the conventional stage, and promoted 
instead a spatially and visually defined theater modeled after Balinese drama. On the other 
hand, the theater of Brecht and Piscator, two German directors and playwrights, was 
essentially didactic, aimed at effecting political change. Brecht, by means of what he called 
the “alienation effect” (Verfremdungseffekt), sought to make the spectator aware at all times 
that they were observing a theatrical event, and thus bring them to a decision-making state of 
mind. Piscator also advocated what Brecht termed “epic” or “dialectical” theater, although 
his innovations included an extensive reliance on pre-existing documentary materials and the 
incorporation of film and other media within the theater. Both of these attributes—media 
mixture and a documentary approach—continue to inform minimalist operas and become 
particularly salient in the video operas of Steve Reich and Beryl Korot. 
As the introduction to this section attests, Cage, whose impact on the course of 
twentieth-century music continues to be documented and theorized, would have the most 
immediate bearing on the formation of the American avant-garde writ large. Drawing on a 
                                                                                                                                                       
combine the experience of both the train and the airplane—can be interpreted as reflecting the use of long-range 
harmonic motion into a repetitive, pulse-driven framework. Thomas May, “John Adams Reflects on His 
Career,” in The John Adams Reader: Essential Writings on an American Composer, ed. Thomas May (Pompton 
Plains, N.J.: Amadeus, 2006), 24–25. 
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mixture of ideas by Stein, Artaud, and others, Cage sought to restructure music. In doing so, 
he brought about equally significant changes to dance and theater.11 Expanding upon his 
realization that the difference between noise and music was purely a matter of how sounds 
are framed, Cage proposed an equivalency between art and life: theater was simply an action 
that has been framed, even if that frame is simply a construct in the mind of a spectator. This 
idea, which has roots in the late nineteenth-century European avant-garde, would eventually 
inform John Adams’s developing approach to sound organization in the opera house. 
After its birth at Black Mountain College, the theatrical avant-garde developed and 
expanded in New York, where in the 1950s John Cage and his collaborators continued 
experimenting with the Happenings and events first initiated at Black Mountain, and Julian 
Beck and Judith Malina worked on the Living Theatre, an experimental company that they 
had founded in 1947.12 In Cage’s Happenings—“purposeful purposelessness” made 
manifest; or structured, improvisatory events or performances that usually combined multiple 
forms of art, such as dance, poetry, music, and painting—the barrier between art and life 
dissolved as the theatrical frame was removed as life itself became theatricalized.13 Th
theatrical innovations of the Living Theatre, meanwhile, set the stage for the experimenta
theater ensembles that sprang up in the following de
e 
l 
cade.  
                                                 
11James Harding, Ghosts of the Avant-garde(s): Exorcising Experimental Theater and Performance (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013), 59–65. 
12The tradition of collaborative media mixture (sometimes referred to as “intermedia”) that the Happenings 
instigated was carried on most prominently by the neo-Dadaist group Fluxus, an international network of artists, 
designers, and composers. On Fluxus, see Thomas Kellein and John Hendricks, Fluxus (London and New York: 
Thames and Hudson, 1995); Owen Smith, Fluxus: The History of an Attitude (San Diego: San Diego State 
University, 1998); Mike Sell, Avant-garde Performance and the Limits of Criticism: Approaching the Living 
Theatre, Happenings/Fluxus, and the Black Arts Movement (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 
2005), 133–214. 
13John Cage, Silence (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1961), 12. 
 20
By the 1960s, several new groups dotted the theatrical landscape of the United States. 
Centered primarily in New York City on the East Coast and the San Francisco Bay Area on 
the West, collective ensembles such as the San Francisco Mime Troupe, Teatro Campesino, 
the Bread and Puppet Theater, the Performance Group, the Manhattan Project, and the Open 
Theater created works that mixed contemporary politics and cultural mythologies with 
experimental approaches to narrative and communication. In many of the theater works that 
grew out of these groups, the primacy of language as a communicative tool was diminished. 
Instead, writes Aronson, “Just as certain forms of modern art shifted the focus of painting 
from the narrative content of objective images to the fundamental vocabulary of form, line, 
and color, so the Open Theatre and others shifted from conventional verbal story-telling to 
the actors’ vocabulary of the body, movement, and sound to express emotion and convey 
content.”14 During this time, the earliest experiments in what came to be defined as musical 
minimalism began taking place in San Francisco, where La Monte Young, Terry Riley, and 
Steve Reich resided for a time before returning to New York. Like many of the experimental 
plays of this era, early minimalist works developed as collaborations among a number of 
different artists and musicians. 
The collective approach to theater in the 1960s began to be replaced in the 1970s by a 
more formalist, intellectualized theater that represented the visions of individual artists rather 
than groups. Describing the works of Richard Foreman, Robert Wilson, and the Mabou 
Mines theater group, critic Bonnie Marranca coined the phrase “Theater of Images” in 1977 
to categorize their sometimes baffling plays that often utilized striking visual imagery.15 
                                                 
14Aronson, American Avant-garde Theatre, 81. 
15Bonnie Marranca, The Theatre of Images (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996). 
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Mabou Mines and Robert Wilson, in particular, would play significant roles in the career of 
Philip Glass, a founding member of the former and a frequent collaborator with the latter. 
From the mid 1970s into early 1980s, a move toward increasingly personal, rather 
than communal, art began to take place, a trend that might be tied to the socio-political 
transformation in the United States after the turmoil of the late 1960s and early 1970s. The 
most obvious outgrowth of this trend was the rise of performance art, self-created solo 
performance pieces which often brought a sort of autobiographical element into performance. 
Artists such as actor Spalding Gray of the Wooster Group and musician Laurie Anderson 
engaged in performances that were purposely self-reflexive. In the early performances of the 
Wooster Group that involved Gray as the sole performer and Elizabeth LeCompte as director, 
the text drew on facets of Gray’s real life in its construction of a theatrical persona.16 
Influenced by the work of Wilson, Foreman, and Meredith Monk, the Wooster Group would 
offer several points of connection into the 1980s with artists involved in minimalist opera: 
Sellars would collaborate with the group in the mid 1980s on Frank Dell’s The Temptation of 
Saint Antony, and LeCompte would appear briefly as an interviewee in Reich’s The Cave. 
The Wooster Group’s plays of the early 1980s also point toward the increasing incorporation 
of technology and televisual media within performance, a trend that informed the first two 
Adams-Sellars operas, Nixon in China and The Death of Klinghoffer, as well as the Reich-
Korot video operas, The Cave and Three Tales. 
                                                 
16David Savran, The Wooster Group, 1975–1985: Breaking the Rules (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Research Press, 1986). 
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In 1981, author and director Richard Schechner proclaimed the death of the avant-
garde in a highly autobiographical two-part essay.17 Schechner, who founded The 
Performance Group in 1967 (which later became the Wooster Group in 1980), pinned the 
decline in experimentation on a number of factors, including a failure to establish a lineage of 
experimentalism, the dissolution of group theater, and the end of activism in the larger 
society.18 From a vantage point some twenty-five years later, Aronson argues that the 
downfall of the avant-garde was driven at a foundational level by rapid changes in media and 
technology: 
…the century-long project of the avant-garde to undermine structures of linear 
thought, objective imagery, and psychological associations has been accomplished 
rapidly and almost effortlessly by technology and has been adopted almost casually 
by society at large. Within less than a generation, the Aristotelian-Renaissance model 
of the linear narrative and unified frame has been largely supplanted by an image-
driven associative model of structure.19 
 
As if to illustrate mainstream culture’s absorption of the avant-garde, the works of Wilson, 
the Wooster Group, and other avant-garde artists are, if not regularly produced, then accepted 
features within the cultural scene in the United States. Wilson, like Glass and Adams, has 
become a regular facet of the international opera scene, his visually striking style tempered 
by the dramatic and musical orthodoxy of canonic operas. Opera, a four-hundred-year-old 
tradition that has come to symbolize, for many, social elitism and power, has incorporated 
facets of the avant-garde in its own quest for survival and renewal. 
                                                 
17Richard Schechner, “The Decline and Fall of the (American) Avant-Garde: Why It Happened and What We 
Can Do About It,” Performing Arts Journal 5, no. 2 (1981): 48–63; Richard Schechner, “The Decline and Fall 
of the (American) Avant-Garde: Why It Happened and What We Can Do About It,” Performing Arts Journal 5, 
no. 3 (1981): 9–19. 
18Schechner, “The Decline and Fall of the (American) Avant-Garde,” PAJ 5, no. 3 (1981): 54. 
19Aronson, American Avant-garde Theatre, 202. 
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As a field of academic study, the avant-garde remains very much alive, with more 
recent scholars contending that reports of the death of the avant-garde have been greatly 
exaggerated for the sake of historiographic expediency. Writing in the introduction to an 
issue of New Literary History dedicated to reassessing avant-garde studies, Jonathan P. 
Eburne and Rita Felski argue that “as avant-garde movements develop in new locations and 
changed historical contexts, they continue to reassess their goals, formulate new ambitions, 
and develop alternative forms of intellectual, political, and artistic practice,” and they exhort 
the field to look beyond “a restricted vocabulary of innovation and exhaustion, resistance and 
commodification.”20 Similarly, James Harding calls for seeing “beyond the death of the 
avant-garde to discover the meanings that linger like ghosts in avant-garde gestures because 
they have been left unexplored or because new historical contexts bring them into play.”21 
This dissertation, in tracing the legacy of the avant-garde into American minimalist operas—
perhaps an unlikely field—undertakes this process of historiographic revisionism.  
Throughout this dissertation, I use the term “avant-garde” or “American avant-garde” 
to refer to a loosely-connected movement of like-minded American artists that took place 
roughly between the 1950s and the 1980s, what avant-garde theorist James Harding has 
termed the “hybrid vanguard” in an effort to acknowledge the movement’s debt to European 
predecessors as well as the rich variety of post-war avant-garde practices.22 The works of the 
American hybrid vanguard—visual, sculptural, theatrical, musical, literary—stood in 
                                                 
20Jonathan P. Eburne and Rita Felski, “Introduction,” New Literary History 41 (2010): viii. See also Martin 
Puchner, “It’s Not Over (’Til It’s Over),” New Literary History 41 (2010): 915–28. 
21Harding, Ghosts of the Avant-garde(s), 206. 
22Ibid., 61–62. Adopting the terminology employed by Peter Bürger in his influential—if Eurocentric—1976 
monograph Theory of the Avant-garde, many theater historians and performance theorists refer to this period as 
the “neo-avant-garde.” Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-garde, trans. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota, 1984). 
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opposition, or at least as an alternative, to the mainstream artistic culture of the time, one that 
was growing to embrace both modernism and popular art simultaneously. Whereas 
modernism, like the avant-garde, was concerned with “testing the limits of aesthetic 
construction” in order to reflect on the experience and processes of modernity, it did not 
always hold the oppositional edge of the latter.23 The avant-garde was often defined at a 
community level and took place across multiple genres; one of the defining elements of the 
American avant-garde was the cross-pollinization of art.24 Although there are some who 
would be suspicious of any association of musical minimalism with an “avant-garde” on the 
one hand, and “modernism” on the other, a full consideration of its operatic manifestations 
must acknowledge its complicated ties to these artistic and cultural movements. 
 
Minimalism 
The standard historical narrative of minimalism’s development presents the music as an 
antidote to modernism, a reaction against the tyranny of serialism, which—despite its lack of 
popular appeal—had followed European émigrés to the new world in the 1940s and become 
                                                 
23Although the definitions of modernism continue to be contested, I find those of Daniel Albright and Miriam 
Hansen to be useful. Albright defines modernism as “a testing of the limits of aesthetic construction,” where 
innovation occupies the most privileged position. Albright, Modernism and Music: An Anthology of Sources 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 11. This might be supplemented with Hansen’s definition of 
modernism, which is extremely broad, but nevertheless links modernism to larger questions of socio-cultural 
formations: “modernism encompasses a whole range of cultural and artistic practices that register, respond to, 
and reflect upon processes of modernization and the experience of modernity, including a paradigmatic 
transformation of the conditions under which art is produced, transmitted, and consumed.” She has argued for a 
particular strain of modernism she refers to as “vernacular,” which encompasses “cultural practices that both 
articulated and mediated the experience of modernity, such as the mass-produced and mass-consumed 
phenomena of fashion, design, advertising, architecture and urban environment, of photography, radio, and 
cinema.” Musical minimalism, one might argue, is a truly American vernacular. Hansen, “The Mass Production 
of the Senses: Classical Cinema as Vernacular Modernism,” Modernism/Modernity 6 (1999): 59–77. Keith 
Potter, in his monograph on minimalism, interprets the early stages of American musical minimalism as 
“essentially modernist.” Potter, Four Musical Minimalists, 10. 
24On the critical roles that modernist communities such as Black Mountain College have played in the creation 
of twentieth-century music, see, for example, Brigid Cohen, Stefan Wolpe and the Avant-garde Diaspora 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
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firmly entrenched within the American academic musical establishment by mid century.25 
Later, the standard-bearers of minimalism would cast their music as a reaction to Cage as 
well, whose chance and indeterminacy techniques also alienated listeners.26 In contrast, 
minimalism—at least of the repetitive variety—offered listeners a strong sense of pulse and a 
return to conventional tonal harmonies. Reich, for one, would claim a certain American-ness 
for repetitive minimalism, which captured the mid-century culture of the United States in a 
way that the music of Stockhausen, Berio, and Boulez never could.27 
Although minimalism flourished in and is frequently associated with the 1960s and 
1970s “downtown” Manhattan scene, it developed initially on the West Coast, where in 1958 
La Monte Young and Terry Riley met as graduate students at the University of California at 
Berkeley. Young, who would eventually move toward an expression of minimalism that 
explored sustained tones (his pioneering Composition 1960 No. 7 calls for the pitches B and 
F-sharp “to be held for a long time”), is often credited for pushing minimalist music toward 
repetition.28 His Arabic Numeral (Any Integer) for Henry Flynt (1960) calls for a loud 
percussive sound to be repeated ad libitum; one early performance of this piece consisted of 
the composer hitting a pan with a spoon around 600 times.29 After Young was introduced to 
the music and writings of Cage during a summer in Darmstadt in 1959, he and Riley initially 
                                                 
25For a rebuttal to the historical narrative of serialism’s pervasiveness, see Joseph Straus, “The Myth of Serial 
Tyranny in the 1950s and 1960s,” Musical Quarterly 83, no. 3 (Autumn 1999): 301–43. 
26Richard Kostelanetz’s two-part series of essays presented Cage’s indeterminacy or Milton Babbitt’s serialism 
as poised to become the next dominant wave in classical music. Richard Kostelanetz, “Milton Babbitt and John 
Cage: Parallels and Paradoxes,” Stereo Review (April 1969): 60–69; (May 1969): 61–69. 
27Edward Strickland, American Composers: Dialogues on Contemporary Music (Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987), 46. 
28For the most complete account of Young and his music, see Jeremy Grimshaw, Draw a Straight Line and 
Follow It: The Music and Mysticism of La Monte Young (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 
2012). 
29K. Robert Schwarz, Minimalists (London: Phaidon, 1996), 33. 
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created Cage-inspired, quasi-theatrical pieces that challenged spectators’ expectations.30 In 
1960, Young traveled to New York and became embedded in the avant-garde community, 
directing a series of concerts at Yoko Ono’s downtown loft that were attended by artists such 
as Marcel Duchamp, John Cage, Jasper Johns, and Robert Rauschenberg. 
Riley, meanwhile, remained in San Francisco, where he worked with tape loops and 
explored the idea of using repetition as the basis for musical structure. Eventually, he 
combined the elements of repetition and constant pulse with aspects of collective 
improvisation and indeterminacy. His groundbreaking ensemble work In C (1964), which 
consists of fifty-three musical modules which each player may repeat as many times as 
desired before proceeding to the next, marked a defiant embrace of tonality (in this case, C 
major). With a Columbia Records release of In C in 1968, it also became the public’s first 
exposure to what later became known as minimalism. Although there are a number of 
differences, much of the music of Riley, Reich, and Glass is bound together stylistically by 
the incorporation of a steady pulse and brief, repetitive musical elements. 
The remaining two members of the so-called founding minimalists, Reich and Glass, 
found alternative means of expressing the minimalist aesthetic. More so than Young and 
Riley, these two composers have re-engaged with the classical tradition, most visibly through 
their work in the operatic genre, but also in their pieces for major orchestras and chamber 
ensembles.31 Given their academic training—both attended the Juilliard School after 
completing undergraduate degrees in philosophy at different universities—perhaps this is 
unsurprising. Some of Reich’s earliest mature works, created after moving to San Francisco 
                                                 
30Ibid., 30. 
31With childhood backgrounds in American vernacular music such as jazz and rock ’n’ roll, both Glass and 
Reich have expressed a commitment throughout their careers to compose music that is more immediately 
accessible to a wider audience than the music of serialist and indeterminist composers. 
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in 1961, used a phase-shifting technique in which identical phrases are played at slightly 
different tempos in order to go in and out of phase with each other. Although his first phase-
shifting pieces sprang from his experimentation with tape loops, he later successfully wedded 
elements of his phasing technique with pulse-patterned repetition in his Music for 18 
Musicians (1976). Reich credits Riley for introducing him to the concept of repetitive 
minimalism while in San Francisco, and both composers moved to New York in 1965.32 
Unlike the other three composers, the San Francisco avant-garde had no direct 
influence on Glass. Although his aesthetic was informed more by European modernist and 
avant-garde playwrights, as well as the music of India, his early musical style—which 
coalesced after his return to New York in the late 1960s and his re-introduction to Steve 
Reich—had definite affinities with that of Reich, who by then had moved on to explore 
different musical processes, such as the substitution of beats for rests. Glass, however, delved 
into additive and subtractive processes, in which basic repeated patterns (often arpeggios or 
scales) could be lengthened or subtracted by adding or removing notes and measures. 
In addition to repetitive structures and an emphasis on a consistent, identifiable pulse, 
many of the early works of Glass, Reich, and Riley share a similar embrace of tonality. Yet 
this tonality was often employed non-functionally, lacking the traditional goal-oriented 
structures and motion of common-practice harmony, thereby prompting scholars to describe 
the music, in several early assessments of minimalism, as non-teleological.33 The static, 
                                                 
32For an examination of new music in New York during the 1970s using Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory, see 
Joshua David Jurkovskis Plocher, “Presenting the New: Battles around New Music in New York in the 
Seventies” (PhD diss., University of Minnesota, 2012). 
33Susan McClary, “Getting Down Off the Beanstalk,” in Feminine Endings: Music, Gender and Sexuality 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 112–31; Wim Mertens, American Minimal Music: La 
Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, Philip Glass (New York: Broude, 1983). The understanding of 
minimalist music as non-teleological relies on locating harmony as the defining element of musical teleology. 
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unchanging nature of the harmonies redirected the focus of the pieces onto their other 
elements; incremental changes in rhythm, meter, or motivic material suddenly accrued 
greater significance, and listeners were encouraged to experience the music as a gradual 
process.34 
Besides the already mentioned influence of the avant-garde—particularly vis-à-vis 
Cage—non-Western musics and American popular music, such as jazz and rock ’n’ roll, 
proved foundational for minimalism. All four early minimalists were influenced in varying 
degrees by non-Western music and musicians: Young and Riley by Indian ragas and Indian 
vocalist Pandit Prad Nanth, Reich by West African drumming and Balinese gamelan, and 
Glass by the Indian sitarist Ravi Shankar and tabla master Allah Rakha. Similarly, jazz and 
its tradition of improvisation had a profound influence on Riley and Reich, while the 
harmonic simplicity, consistent pulse, and rhythmic drive of rock and roll defined the 
musical environment in which Glass and Reich grew up. 
Musical minimalism, then, is indebted to non-Western and American popular music 
as well as avant-garde aesthetics. The term, first introduced by British composer Michael 
Nyman in the late 1960s to describe music that he felt had obvious aesthetic connections to 
minimalist painting and sculpture, came to replace by the late 1970s competing designations 
such as “trance music,” “hypnotic music,” “process music,” “going-nowhere music,” and 
                                                                                                                                                       
Focusing on gradual changes in other musical elements, however, suggests alternative means of identifying 
temporal progressions and possible teleologies. 
34The concept of process is central to Reich’s early, non-technical explanations of his music. See “Music as 
Gradual Process” in Steve Reich, Writings on Music: 1965–2000 (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), 34–35. For a more detailed examination of how the concept of gradual process actually plays out 
in Reich’s music, see K. Robert Schwarz, “Steve Reich: Music as a Gradual Process: Part I” Perspectives of 
New Music 19 (1980–81): 373–92; Schwarz, “Steve Reich: Music as a Gradual Process: Part II.” Perspectives 
of New Music 20 (1981–82): 225–86.  
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“wallpaper music.”35 Like minimalist art, as exemplified by pieces such as Robert 
Rauschenberg’s White Painting (1951), Frank Stella’s black-stripe abstractions from 1958, 
and Carl Andre’s wooden “cut” sculptures of 1959, minimalist music frequently reduced 
artistic materials to a minimum, thus emphasizing structural and textural simplicity.36 
Minimalist art, in its purest sense, was non-referential and non-representational. The 
implications for art were profound. In his influential 1967 essay, “Art and Objecthood,” art 
critic Michael Fried argued that the minimalist aesthetic had the effect of theatricalizing art, 
insofar as the ideology behind it is “it is concerned with the actual circumstances in which 
the beholder encounters literalist work.”37 Or, as Philip Glass succinctly summed up what he 
discovered about the avant-garde plays of Beckett and others, “the audience completes the 
work.”38 
The final composer of this study, John Adams, represents a slightly younger 
generation. By the time he began adopting a minimalist style in the 1970s, early minimalism 
was on the wane, and the avant-garde communities with which Reich and Glass had 
interacted had begun to transform. Still, Adams can claim some influence from the Cage-
inspired San Francisco avant-garde of the early-to-mid 1970s, and his friendship with 
                                                 
35Village Voice critic-turned-composer Tom Johnson applied the term in March 1972 to describe a concert of 
music by Alvin Lucier. By contrast, when Nyman employed the term earlier, he used the word “minimal.” See 
Potter, Four Musical Minimalists, 1–3.  
36For an examination of the parallels between minimalist visual art and music, see Jonathan Bernard, “The 
Minimalist Aesthetic in the Plastic Arts and in Music,” Perspectives of New Music 31 (1993): 86–132; 
Strickland, Minimalism: Origins. 
37Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” Artforum 5 (June 1967): 12–23; reprinted in Art and Objecthood: 
Essays and Reviews (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 153. For Fried, theater was the 
negation of art. Minimalism, therefore, was non-art. Fried’s polemic might be tied to a larger tradition of anti-
theatricality in the twentieth-century art. On the ramifications of this view for theater itself, see Alan Ackerman 
and Martin Puchner, eds., Against Theatre: Creative Destruction on the Modernist Stage (Hampshire and New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). 
38Philip Glass, interview with Ingram Marshall, number 218 f-h OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of 
American Music, Yale University, tape 218-f. 
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director Peter Sellars brings a wealth of avant-garde-derived innovation and experimentation 
to their theatrical collaborations. 
By the mid-1970s, the “reduced means” of the minimalist aesthetic had diminished in 
importance as a guiding principle. Glass, Reich, and Riley expanded their compositional 
palettes, often through the incorporation of suggestively goal-directed harmonic activity.39 
As a result, argues Timothy Johnson, the minimalist aesthetic—exemplified by no
representational, non-narrative, process-oriented works—transitioned into a minimalist 
style.
n-
                                                
40 Works composed in the minimalist style, while still identifiably minimalist by their 
repetitive rhythmic patterns and basic harmonies, eschew an exclusive focus on process; 
these works are representational or teleological to some degree. Glass’s Another Look at 
Harmony (1975) and Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians (1976) are representative of the 
minimalist style, in that they employ goal-directed motion in their harmonic changes and 
formal schemes. Most large-scale studies of minimalism implicitly recognize this transition 
by centering primarily on minimalist music up to the mid-1970s and eschewing discussion of 
any music after that date.41 The appearance of the first minimalist opera in 1976, then, 
coincides with the dissolution of the historical narrative of minimalism. 
 
39Robert Fink’s 2005 study of minimalism, Repeating Ourselves, situates these quasi-goal-directed harmonies 
(what he terms “recombinant teleologies”) within the cultural context of advertising. Fink theorizes that these 
teleological structural underpinnings mirror advertising’s production of desire within modern consumer society. 
40Timothy Johnson, “Minimalism: Aesthetic, Style, or Technique?” Musical Quarterly 78 (1994): 742–73. 
Johnson further argues that the minimalist style was followed by the minimalist technique, in which minimalist 
characteristics (such as a continuous formal structure, an even rhythmic texture, a simple harmonic palette, a 
lack of extended melodic lines, and repetitive rhythmic patterns) are employed in conjunction with other 
compositional techniques such as counterpoint and harmonic successions. He identifies John Adams, Louis 
Andriessen, and Michael Torke as composers working with minimalist techniques. Potter, however, prefers the 
designation “postminimalism,” whereas Schwarz uses “maximalism” (which is itself quite similar to Kyle 
Gann’s anything-goes designation “totalism”). Schwarz, Minimalists, 125–68; Potter, Four Musical 
Minimalists, 339; Kyle Gann, American Music in the Twentieth Century (New York: Schirmer Books, 1997), 
325–86. 
41See Fink, Repeating Ourselves; Keith Potter, Four Musical Minimalists. Several scholars identify the 
minimalist-inspired music after the mid-1970s as “post-minimalist.” This designation seems to align with works 
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 American Opera and Narratives of Exceptionalism 
What, exactly, is American opera? This question has challenged scholars since the early 
twentieth century, when the first operas composed by and for Americans began to achieve a 
lasting presence in the operatic repertory to date.42 In the nineteenth century and the first 
decades of the twentieth, American opera was defined institutionally, insofar as any opera 
sung in English and produced by an American company qualified. In the late 1920s and early 
1930s, Giulio Gatti-Casazza, the Italian-born impresario of the Metropolitan Opera from 
1908 to 1935, presented in America’s most prestigious opera house a series of new American 
operas such as Howard Hanson’s Merry Mount and Louis Gruenberg’s The Emperor Jones. 
These were operas on American themes, written by American composers, produced by 
American companies, for American audiences. More lasting contributions to the operatic 
canon, however, were being premiered on Broadway. George Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess 
(1935) is a case in point, and is often heralded as the first great American opera, despite its 
hybrid status as part opera, part musical theater.43 Virgil Thomson’s and Gertrude Stein’s 
modernist Four Saints in Three Acts (1934) also appeared on Broadway, and its combination 
                                                                                                                                                       
that Johnson identifies as using minimalism as either style or technique. See Fink, “(Post-)minimalisms 1970–
2000: The Search for a New Mainstream,” in The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century Music, ed. Nicholas 
Cook and Anthony Pople (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 539–56. 
42Two notable monographs provide a broad overview of American opera. Elise Kirk’s American Opera 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001) tells the history of the genre from the inside-out through a wide-
ranging sampling of works, whereas John Dizikes’s Opera in America: A Cultural History (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1993) adopts a different approach, focusing instead on notable artists and institutions rather 
than the operas themselves. For an account of American opera earlier in the twentieth century, see Aaron 
Benjamin Ziegel, “Making America Operatic: Six Composers’ Attempts at an American Opera, 1910–1918” 
(PhD diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2011). For another attempt at defining American opera, 
see Anne Midgette, “The Voice of American Opera,” Opera Quarterly 23 (2007): 81–95. 
43Jerome Kern’s Show Boat (1927) is another example of a musical that has been heralded as the start of a new 
genre. 
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of repetitive, overtly tonal music with a non-narrative structure (modeled on Stein’s 
landscape drama) foreshadows some of the later innovations of minimalist operas. 
The mid-century decades after Porgy’s premiere were some of the most fruitful for 
opera in America, with composers such as Douglas Moore, Kurt Weill, Carlisle Floyd, Marc 
Blitzstein, Leonard Bernstein, Aaron Copland, and Robert Ward drawing on distinctly 
American themes and settings for their works.44 Many of these composers followed 
Gershwin’s example by incorporating American musical vernacular elements into their 
operas, and most composed within a conservative, tonal musical system. The operas of 
composers such as Samuel Barber and Gian Carlo Menotti, although not drawing on 
explicitly American subjects, also met with acclaim. The United States’ increasing 
involvement in world affairs during this time and the rising prominence of opera in society 
prompted a number of historians, critics, and composers—including Kurt Weill, Ernst 
Krenek, Theodor Adorno, George Antheil, Diane Kestin, William Saunders, Hans W. 
Heinsheimer, and John Cage—to craft competing narratives of American opera that 
explicitly or implicitly dealt with issues of nationalism and identity as they sought to 
distinguish American opera from its European ancestry. 
Musicologist Lydia Goehr has identified four prominent narratives of American opera 
in mid-twentieth-century musical discourse.45 The Polyglotic/Folklorist view, forwarded by 
Kestin, held that American opera was defined by works that incorporated American folkloric 
                                                 
44For an outline of the stylistic features that typify the most successful works of this time, see Rachel Hutchins-
Viroux, “The American Opera Boom of the 1950s and 1960s: History and Stylistic Analysis,” Revue LISA/LISA 
e-journal 2 (2004): 145–63, http://lisa.revues.org/2966. 
45Lydia Goehr, “Amerikamüde/Europamüde: The Very Idea of American Opera,” Opera Quarterly 22 (2008): 
398–432. 
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elements, regardless of language or musical style.46 Saunders’s Purist narrative, which 
centered on the performance of opera in a pure American tongue, carried with it an 
emphatically nationalist ideology, despite Saunders’s Scottish citizenship.47 The Democratic 
narrative, meanwhile, espoused by Heinsheimer, called for a shift away from the Eurocentric 
Metropolitan Opera toward opera as a decentralized, democratic cultural institution 
characterized by a number of smaller programs and houses that presented operas of popular 
appeal.48 Finally, under the Posthistoricist view American opera would be characterized by 
independence from any references to past or future (as exemplified by the “anti-operas” of 
Cage). As Goehr interprets these stances, each stemmed from a need to fit American opera 
into a larger teleology that viewed an ascendant United States as the replacement for a 
moribund Europe. American opera, whether it had in fact arrived or was still to come, 
became “a concept designed to capture the future of all opera.”49 
From the 1930s onward, then, the idea of “American opera”—or, later, the “great” 
American opera—had an air of revolution about it, insofar as it would mark a new chapter in 
the history of opera. Gershwin commented in 1935 that Porgy and Bess represented “a new 
form, which combines opera with theatre,”50 and Kurt Weill, writing two years later, argued 
that opera’s future lay in America due to the country’s (supposed) lack of an operatic 
tradition. What was possible in America, he wrote, was “the birth of a new form of music 
                                                 
46Diane Kestin, “Western Folklore in Modern American Opera,” Western Folklore 16 (1957): 1–7. 
47William Saunders, “National Opera, Comparatively Considered,” Musical Quarterly 13 (1927): 72–84, and 
“The American Opera: Has It Arrived?” Music and Letters 13 (1932): 147–55. 
48Hans W. Heinsheimer, “Opera in America,” Tempo 11 (1945): 6–9, and “Opera in America Today,” Musical 
Quarterly 37 (1951): 315–29. 
49Goehr, “The Very Idea of American Opera,” 399. Emphasis in original. 
50George Gershwin, “RHAPSODY IN CATFISH ROW: Mr. Gershwin Tells the Origin and Scheme for His 
Music in That New Folk Opera Called ‘Porgy and Bess’,” New York Times, 20 October 1935, X1.  
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drama” that signified the union of opera and theater, perhaps developing out of Broadway, 
perhaps out of the movies.51 Weill’s insistence that the possibilities for opera’s development 
became clearer when the term “music theater” is substituted for “opera” prefigures both 
Glass’s and Reich’s own language, as both would refer to their early operas as attempts to 
remake music theater—not opera, per se—for their time.52 
The mid-century narratives that Goehr assesses have proven fairly prescient; of the 
four, only the Posthistoricist lacks a strong presence in the newest golden age of American 
opera. The Folklorist impulse can be seen in the decisions of contemporary composers to 
continue drawing from established American stories and literature classics, such as A 
Streetcar Named Desire (André Previn), Little Women (Mark Adamo), Grapes of Wrath 
(Ricky Ian Gordon), and Moby Dick (Jake Heggie). American opera in English—the defining 
element of the Purist narrative—is now taken somewhat for granted, although Daniel Catán’s 
Spanish-language operas (Florencia en las Amazonas, Il postino, Salsipuedes) and Rufus 
Wainwright’s French-language opera Prima donna are notable exceptions.53 Finally, the 
Democratic narrative has played out through the substantial proliferation of opera companies 
and academic programs across the United States, although this growth of institutions has not 
been coupled with a similar expansion of new operatic forms, structures, and musical styles, 
                                                 
51Kurt Weill, “The Future of Opera in America,” trans. Joel Lifflander, Modern Music 14, no. 4 (1937): 183–88. 
See also Kurt Weill, “Broadway Opera: Our Composers’ Hope for the Future,” Musical Digest 29, no. 4 
(December 1946): 16, 42; and George Antheil, “Wanted—Opera by and for Americans,” Modern Music 7, no. 4 
(1930): 11–16. 
52Weill, “The Future of Opera in America,” 183. On Weill’s American works and questions of U.S. cultural 
identity, see Tim Carter, “Celebrating the Nation: Kurt Weill, Paul Green, and the Federal Theatre Project 
(1937),” Journal of the Society for American Music 5 (2011): 297–336; Naomi Graber, “Found in Translation: 
Kurt Weill on Broadway and in Hollywood, 1935–1939” (PhD diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, 2013). 
53Prima donna was originally commissioned in 2009 by Peter Gelb at the Metropolitan Opera, but the 
commission was withdrawn once Wainwright insisted on a French libretto. 
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apart from the innovations of minimalist operas.54 Indeed, the democratization (to some 
extent) of opera in the United States has been crucial for American minimalist operas, since 
their success in the United States (to set aside the question of Europe for the moment) has 
largely been the result of efforts by regional or non-traditional companies such as Houston 
Grand Opera, the Brooklyn Academy of Music, and the San Francisco Opera. 
If for Goehr the early narratives of American opera display a sort of external 
exceptionalism in locating the United States as the cultural endpoint of an existing European 
genre, then for Lawrence Kramer the thread that runs through the American operas of the 
1990s and 2000s is an internal manifestation of the same exceptionalist impulse.55 
Comparing two seemingly contrasting American operas, Adams’s The Death of Klinghoffer 
(1991) and Previn’s A Streetcar Named Desire (1998), Kramer argues that they share an 
impulse to mythologize, to shape their characters into archetypes. More specifically, like 
Stanley and Blanche in Streetcar, Kramer writes, Leon and Marilyn Klinghoffer are 
“protagonists doomed by exceptionality, the American trait par excellence in the national 
myth cycle…With these operatic characters in particular, exceptionality in the person 
becomes an allegorical expression of the exceptionality built into the national character.”56 
American exceptionalism—the belief not only that the U.S. is historically unique 
from all other nations, but also has a special role to play in human history—has powerfully 
informed the construction of national identity throughout the history of the United States, 
from John Winthrop’s 1630 sermon to the Puritans of the Arbella to Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
                                                 
54This democratization of opera might also be linked to twentieth-century films based on operas as well as late 
twentieth- and early twenty-first-century developments in opera simulcasts. 
55Lawrence Kramer, “The Great American Opera: Klinghoffer, Streetcar, and the Exception,” Opera Quarterly 
23 (2007): 66–80. 
56Kramer, “The Great American Opera,” 70, 76. 
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1835 Democracy in America to President Ronald Reagan’s 1989 farewell address, in which 
he spoke of a “shining City Upon a Hill.”57 In a reflexive turn, historian Peter Onuf argues 
that Americans’ embrace of exceptionalism is itself what makes Americans exceptional, 
suggesting that “Americans’ belief that their revolution constituted an epochal moment in 
world history set the terms for subsequent and neverending arguments about their character 
and destiny.”58 Like mid-century narratives of American opera, exceptionalism is 
teleologically oriented, with an eye toward the United States of the future. It constitutes both 
a powerful, formative rhetoric as well as an overarching, defining American myth that 
addresses the broader question of destiny. Since the turn of the millenium, the future of 
exceptionalism itself has become a point of debate within American national discourse.59 
Kramer’s suggestion—that exceptionalist protagonists are a defining element of 
American opera—seems exceptionalist in its own right; surely the European operatic 
                                                 
57My definition of American exceptionalism is loosely adapted from David Weiss’s and Jason A. Edwards’s 
definition: “American exceptionalism is the distinct belief that the United States is unique, if not superior, when 
compared to other nations…because of its national credo, historical evolution, and unique origins, America is a 
special nation with a special role—possibly ordained by God—to play in human history.” Weiss and Edwards, 
“Introduction: American Exceptionalism’s Champions and Challengers,” in The Rhetoric of American 
Exceptionalism: Critical Essays (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Co., 2011), 1. Although Winthrop and de 
Tocqueville did not speak of exceptionalism, per se, their rhetoric conforms to later understandings of the term 
and was influential to politicians and scholars looking to create an ideological lineage. 
58Peter Onuf, “American Exceptionalism and National Identity,” American Political Thought 1, No. 1 (Spring 
2012), 79. In the twentieth century, American exceptionalism as an object of study began to take root during the 
Cold War, when narratives of America’s greatness could serve to counter Soviet rhetoric, and the idea appeared 
to be born out by the booming post-war economy and growing middle class. For an overview of studies of 
American exceptionalism up through the early 1990s, see Michael Kammen, “The Problem of American 
Exceptionalism: A Reconsideration,” American Quarterly 45, no. 1 (1993): 1–43. See also Joyce Appleby, 
“Recovering America’s Historic Diversity: Beyond Exceptionalism,” Journal of American History 79 (1992): 
419–31; Godrey Hodgson, The Myth of American Exceptionalism  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009); 
David Noble, Death of a Nation: American Culture and the End of Exceptionalism (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2002); Sylvia Söderlind, “Introduction: The Shining of America,” in American 
Exceptionalisms: From Winthrop to Winfrey, ed. Sylvia Söderlind and James Taylor Carson (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2011), 1–14; David Levering Lewis, “Exceptionalism’s Exceptions: The 
Changing American Narrative,” Daedalus 141 (2012): 101–17. 
59Peter Beinart, “The End of American Exceptionalism,” National Journal, 3 February 2014, 
http://www.nationaljournal.com/magazine/the-end-of-american-exceptionalism-20140203, accessed 4 February 
2014. 
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repertory is replete with its own doomed protagonists, as well as characters that serve as 
witnesses to these exceptions.60 However, his discussion of how American operas might 
enact or propagate an American national mythology is apt, touching on an untapped 
discursive vein that runs through the troves of interviews and press articles on recent opera. 
Non-specific references to myth continually permeate discussions of contemporary opera; 
veteran composer Carlisle Floyd notes that “with the addition of music, operatic characters 
always attain a mythic dimension,” and John Adams’s comments regarding his own operas 
and their relation to myth invites an appraisal of the connection between these two ideas.61 
Kramer traces this tendency to mythologize on a national scale to a nostalgic impulse, 
one that wants to keep alive the idea of a “human being at odds with bare life regardless of 
abjection.” But this nostalgic impulse, I suggest, carries less weight than the politics and 
socio-cultural concerns that are specific to any given opera or production of an opera. Rather, 
the elements of exceptionalism in minimalist operas are, in part, byproducts of the specific 
socio-political concerns that informed their creation. American operas, great or not, have 
almost always been invested with specific socio-political concerns; witness the grappling 
with McCarthyism in Floyd’s Susannah and Bernstein’s Candide, religion in Floyd’s 
numerous operas, or cultural attitudes toward gender and sexuality in Copland’s The Tender 
                                                 
60The study from which Kramer draws his ideas on exceptionality—Richard Chase’s The American Novel and 
Its Tradition (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1957)—is, like many mid-twentieth-century studies of American 
culture, imbued with implicitly exceptionalist rhetoric that can be tied into larger Cold War narratives; Chase 
writes in his introduction that “since the earliest days the American novel…has worked out its destiny.” Chase, 
The American Novel and Its Tradition, viii. 
61Paul Thomason, “Song of the South,” Opera News 63 (April 1999): 26–29. 
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Land and Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti.62 The minimalist operas of this dissertation are no 
exception. 
Whereas most new mainstream American operas of the past three decades confront 
questions of American identity via their source material in cherished national novels and 
plays, the operas of Glass, Adams, and Reich overwhelmingly gravitate toward subjects from 
history. Glass, over the course of his long career as an opera composer, has brought Albert 
Einstein, Mohandas Gandhi, the Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaten, Christopher Columbus, 
Galileo Galilei, Johannes Kepler, Robert E. Lee, Ulysses S. Grant, and Walt Disney to the 
opera stage. Adams has been drawn more toward specific events such as U.S. President 
Richard Nixon’s 1972 visit to China, the 1985 hijacking of the Achille Lauro cruise ship, and 
the birth of the atomic bomb, whereas Reich has been invested in exploring more abstract 
ideas like religious narratives in The Cave and humanity’s relationship with technology in 
Three Tales. The latent exceptionalism of these operas manifests in the ways they weave the 
United States into their stage narrative(s) and, consequently, the larger narrative of human 
history. 
Despite their tendency to push the boundaries of operatic convention, minimalist 
operas have achieved remarkable success at home and abroad, if success is measured by the 
                                                 
62On the influence of politics and McCarthyism in American opera, see Elizabeth B. Crist, “Mutual Responses 
in the Midst of an Era: Aaron Copland’s The Tender Land and Leonard Bernstein’s Candide,” Journal of 
Musicology 23 (2006): 485–527; Crist, “The Best of All Possible Worlds: The Eldorado Episode in Leonard 
Bernstein’s Candide,” Cambridge Opera Journal 19 (2007): 223–48; Jennifer Lois DeLapp, “Copland in the 
Fifties: Music and Ideology in the McCarthy Era,” (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 1997); Klaus Dieter 
Gross, “McCarthyism and American Opera,” Revue LISA/LISA e-journal 2 (2004): 164–87, available online at 
http://lisa.revues.org/2969; Rachel Hutchins-Viroux, “Witch-hunts, Theocracies and Hypocrisy: McCarthyism 
in Arthur Miller/Robert Ward’s opera The Crucible and Carlisle Floyd’s Susannah,” Revue LISA/LISA e-journal 
6 (2008): 140–48, available online at http://lisa.revues.org/1140. On Floyd’s operatic displays of religion, see 
Todd R. Miller, “Religious Elements in Three Operas of Carlisle Floyd” (DMA diss., University of Houston, 
2002). On the politics of gender and sexuality, see Elizabeth L. Keathley, “Postwar Modernity and the Wife’s 
Subjectivity: Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti,” American Music 23 (2005): 220–56; Daniel E. Mathers, 
“Expanding Horizons: Sexuality and the Re-zoning of The Tender Land,” in Copland Connotations: Studies 
and Interviews, ed. Peter Dickinson (Rochester, NY: Boydell & Brewer, 2002), 118–35. 
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number of productions subsequent to an opera’s premiere. Given this success, the operas of 
Adams, Reich, and Glass can also be seen as a prominent manifestation of the new form of 
music drama that Weill called for in 1937, one that wed opera and the tenets of modern 
theater. This new form of music drama, however, occasionally lacks elements that have 
traditionally defined opera, such as a dramatic text, unamplified singing, or performance in 
an opera house. They are operas only insofar as they involve sung texts and are designated as 
such by their creators. As American operas, they are products of American composers 
dealing with questions of American identity. They are not, however, necessarily the products 
of American demand. If minimalist opera represents one realized future of American opera, 
then there is a certain irony to the fact that Einstein on the Beach, the beginning of this 
subgenre, was made possible by a system of international patronage. 
 
Einstein on the Beach: Avant-garde, American, Minimalist Opera 
American minimalist opera begins with Einstein on the Beach. This iconic collaborative 
work of music theater by Glass and Robert Wilson became firmly ensconced in operatic and 
theatrical mythologies almost instantly. After a successful premiere at the Avignon Festival 
in France in July 1976 and a subsequent European tour, this radical opera appeared at the 
staunchly conservative Metropolitan Opera in New York a few months later. The two sold-
out shows in November left New York audiences buzzing and, owing to the long preceding 
stint in Europe, the opera’s creators tens of thousands of dollars in debt. Minimalism, a 
product of the avant-garde, had reached the opera house.63 
                                                 
631976 marked a significant year for Downtown composers: along with Einstein’s U.S. premiere at the 
Metropolitan Opera, Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians premiered at Town Hall and Meredith Monk’s multimedia 
Quarry had its debut performance. 
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But what is minimalist opera? For the purposes of this study, I am using the term to 
denote operas by composers who developed out of the minimalist tradition, even if—as is the 
case for Glass, Reich, and Adams—they no longer write music that is minimalist in any 
aesthetic sense.64 Indeed, an argument could be made that minimalism never really made it to 
the opera stage at all. By the time that Glass’s seminal Einstein on the Beach marked the first 
appearance of minimalist opera in 1976, what had begun as a new aesthetic paradigm in the 
mid-1960s had transformed into something less aesthetically pure. Unlike almost all of 
Glass’s preceding works, Einstein reintroduced harmonic progressions, thereby operating 
outside the realm of the “reduced means” of the minimalist aesthetic and, in some eyes, 
sounding minimalism’s transformation into post-minimalism.65 
The works that I discuss in the following chapters are hardly minimalist—opera, with 
its rich combination of mediums and tendency toward spectacle, is not the ideal vehicle for 
expressing a minimalist aesthetic. The music, too, resists categorization as minimalist, since 
the rigorous processes and lean textures of Glass’s and Reich’s early works, essentially 
stripped of harmony, had been set aside by the mid-1970s in favor of more expansive, and 
arguably expressive, pieces. If anything, their works since then are “post-minimalist,” insofar 
as they come after the minimalist period while also maintaining a particular stylistic 
relationship to it. Nevertheless, the term “minimalist” remains—despite its flaws—the 
                                                 
64One might also question the use of the term “opera” to categorize the pieces I discuss, given the vitality of an 
alternative term, “music theater,” which Glass and Reich employed from time to time. However, Adams, Glass, 
and Reich are appear to conceptualize their music theater pieces as acting within the Western operatic tradition, 
so I find it most useful to retain that term. On music theater, see W. Anthony Sheppard, Revealing Masks: 
Exotic Influences and Ritualized Performance in Modernist Music Theater (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA, and 
London: University of California Press, 2001); Adlington, “Music Theatre Since the 1960s.” 
65There are a couple of exceptions that disrupt this narrative: Glass’s lengthy Music in 12 Parts (1974) and 
Another Look at Harmony (1975) immediately preceded Einstein (Glass used the latter as a source of important 
thematic materials for his first opera). 
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simplest and most identifiable designation, capable of functioning as a kind of umbrella term 
for both pure minimalism and post-minimalism.66 
In Einstein on the Beach, the three threads of this chapter—the theatrical avant-garde, 
minimalism, and American opera—come together for the first time. The result of the 
collaboration was revolutionary, violating several operatic conventions that traditional opera-
goers held dear. The approximately four-and-a-half hour piece has no plot, no sung words, 
and no intermission. Instead, it relies on a series of visually striking tableaux, dancers, 
singers, and spoken word to evoke aspects of Einstein’s life and work as mythologized 
within popular culture. Given its length, audiences were encouraged to enter and leave the 
auditorium freely. Indeed, the current practice of labeling Einstein an opera follows largely 
from the fact that the only performance spaces large enough to host the spectacle are opera 
houses, and from Wilson’s insistence on calling it (along with his earlier theater pieces) an 
opera (the Italian word for “work”). As Glass reflected in 1999, “Einstein came out of the 
world of experimental theater and entered the world of opera through the side door, not even 
through the back door, not through the front door. But, having done that, it then appears as 
this very radical kind of opera music theater piece.”67 
Einstein serves as an introduction to many of the practices that composers and their 
collaborators would perpetuate, as well as themes they would continue to confront. From a 
                                                 
66My use of the term “minimalism,” therefore, is used in the more common cultural sense, encompassing both 
“minimalism” proper and “post-minimalism.” As the editors of The Ashgate Research Companion to Minimalist 
and Postminimalist Music testify, the term minimalism “has acquired connotations so diffuse as to be 
meaningless, others so narrow as to be known only to specialists, and still others so vague that we’ve only 
recently started arguing about them.” Kyle Gann, Keith Potter, and Pwyll ap Siôn, “Introduction: Experimental, 
Minimalist, Postminimalist? Origins, Definitions, Communities,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to 
Minimalist and Postminimalist Music, eds. Keith Potter, Kyle Gann, and Pwyll ap Siôn (London: Ashgate, 
2013), 3. 
67Philip Glass, interview with Ingram Marshall, number 218 i-j OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of 
American Music, Yale University, tape 218-i. 
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practical perspective, Einstein was an intensely collaborative work.68 It began as a 
conversation between Glass and Wilson, a New York-based avant-garde theater director who 
was becoming known for his lengthy, visually imaginative, somewhat surreal plays based on 
historical figures, such as The Life and Times of Sigmund Freud and The Life and Times of 
Josef Stalin.69 Wilson proposed creating a piece about Adolf Hitler or Charlie Chaplin, Glass 
countered with Gandhi, and the two settled on Einstein as the subject. After the pair mapped 
out the piece’s structure (Table 1.1), Wilson began sketching images for each scene.70 Glass 
composed his music directly from Wilson’s designs, and only later were the opera’s text and 
dances created. Whereas the sung text of numbers and solfège syllables reflect the music—
numbers for rhythmic structure and solfège for the pitch structure—the various spoken texts 
were created by Christopher Knowles, an autistic poet and painter with whom Wilson had 
worked as a therapist, as well as by Einstein actor Samuel L. Johnson and dancer Lucinda 
Childs. These spoken texts were repeated to fill a predetermined amount of time. The dance 
sequences were ultimately the creation of choreographers Andy de Groat and Lucinda 
Childs. 
Thematically, Einstein broached the subject of science, albeit abstractly. Three visual 
themes—the Train, Trial, and Field/Spaceship—dominate the opera as they recur throughout 
the four acts, while a series of “Knee Plays”—so-called for their connective function between 
acts—serve as prelude, interludes, and postlude and introduce much of the important musical 
                                                 
68On the development of Einstein via its more mundane details, see Plocher, “Presenting the New,” 223–40. 
69On Wilson, see Laurence Shyer, Robert Wilson and His Collaborators (New York: Theatre Communications 
Group, 1989); Arthur Holmberg, The Theatre of Robert Wilson (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996); Maria Shevtsova, Robert Wilson (London and New York: Routledge, 2007); Margery 
Arent Safir, Robert Wilson: From Within (Paris: Flammarion, 2011) 
70Wilson’s early sketches and storyboards are included in Robert Wilson and Philip Glass, Einstein on the 
Beach (Paris: Éditions Dilecta, 2012), 7–96. 
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material. “In a general way,” Glass writes in his 1976 notes, “the opera begins with a 
nineteenth-century train and ends with a twentieth-century spaceship.”71 Within the larger 
repertory of American minimalist opera, the question of humanity’s relationship to science 
and technology—a theme only indirectly touched upon in this dissertation—is raised again 
and again, first in the atomic, apocalyptic climax of Einstein (the bomb being the teleological 
endpoint of Einstein’s revolutionary theories), and again in Glass’s Galileo and Kepler, 
Reich’s Three Tales, and Adams’s Doctor Atomic.72 Even as many of these operas—
particularly those of Reich and Korot—embrace technology in the service of new musico-
dramatic ends, they reflexively question the progress that underlies these advances. 
Table 1.1: Scene structure of Einstein on the Beach. 
 
Scene Visual Theme 
Knee Play 1  
Act I, Scene 1 Train 
Act I, Scene 2 Trial 
Knee Play 2  
Act II, Scene 1 Field with Spaceship 
Act II, Scene 2 Night Train 
Knee Play 3  
Act III, Scene 1 Trial/Prison 
Act III, Scene 2 Field with Spaceship 
Knee Play 4  
Act IV, Scene 1 Building/Train 
Act IV, Scene 2 Bed 
Act IV, Scene 3 Spaceship 
Knee Play 5  
 
From a socio-historical perspective, even Einstein is bound up in questions of 
American-ness, both internally and externally. Its images draw from and are inspired by 
                                                 
71Ibid., 136. 
72Einstein’s connections to music can be traced back to the 1920s. On the relationship between Einstein’s 
theories of relativity and musical modernism, see Allison Kerbe Portnow, “Einstein, Modernism, and Musical 
Life in America, 1921–1945” (PhD diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2011). 
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American popular conceptions of Einstein, and the choice of subject—a European scientist 
adopted and co-opted by the United States—reflects the transatlantic movement of 
individuals and ideas that spurred the artistic development that eventually led to the creation 
of Einstein. Externally, the opera’s origins as a French commission offer a precedent for the 
development of minimalist operas, many of which were commissioned and received their 
premieres outside the United States. Michel Guy, who later became France’s Secretary of 
State for Culture, commissioned the work as a gift from France to the United States on its 
bicentennial.73 Subsequent to Einstein’s world premiere in Europe, Adams’s The Death of 
Klinghoffer, Reich’s two video operas, and the majority of Glass’s operas have premiered in 
Europe before embarking for the United States.  
Einstein on the Beach opened up a new genre for minimalist music, and the works 
that developed in this musical tradition stretched the definition and experience of opera in 
different ways and marked a new period of growth for the genre. Einstein remains a 
paradigmatic work against which innovative American operas continue to be measured, 
especially the operas of Glass, Reich, and Adams. With its development taking place outside 
mainstream classical music and theater institutions, Einstein’s arrival in America’s most 
prestigious opera house in 1976 challenged the genre as few operas have since. Whereas 
Einstein’s musical and theatrical language at once bewildered and exhilarated its audiences, 
when minimalism and avant-garde theater returned to the opera world again in 1980 with 
Satyagraha, its presence was expected. 
 
73Glass’s connection to Guy stretched back to 1973, when his ensemble had been invited to play at the same 
Festival d’Automne where Einstein would later premiere. 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2. SATYAGRAHA: INTERWEAVING NARRATIVES 
 
 
On the morning of 12 March 1930 outside the city of Ahmedabad, India, a small, 
bespectacled man named Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi began leading hundreds of fellow 
Indians on a twenty-four day journey that ended in the village of Dandi, on the shores of the 
Indian Ocean. Along the way, thousands joined the march. At its conclusion on 5 April, 
Gandhi violated British law when he collected a grain of salt from the seashore. This simple 
act of non-violent protest against the 1882 British Salt Act—the first in a year-long campaign 
that became known as the Salt Satyagraha—marked Gandhi’s first use of civil disobedience 
in the service of the Indian independence movement for self-sovereignty.  
Thirty-seven years later during a visit to the Indian Himalayas, American composer 
Philip Glass became inspired to write an opera after viewing film footage of the Great Salt 
March. Glass was fascinated by the figure known colloquially as Mahatma Gandhi, 
especially by his philosophy of non-violent civil disobedience, known as “satyagraha,” a 
Sanskrit word that Gandhi translated as “truth-force” or “Soul-force.”1 Glass’s idea for an 
opera about Gandhi, however, would have to wait until after the composer had achieved 
success with Einstein on the Beach in 1976. When Glass finally began work on the opera in 
the late 1970s, he chose to focus on Gandhi’s time in South Africa, where he had developed 
the practice of satyagraha during the struggle for Indian rights. The title of the opera was, 
appropriately, Satyagraha.  
                                                 
1M. K. Gandhi, Non-Violent Resistance (Satyagraha) (Mineola, NY: Dover, 2001), 6. 
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Satyagraha, Glass’s second opera, is one of his so-called “portrait” operas, which 
present abstracted musical and dramatic portraits of seminal historical figures who changed 
the course of human history through the power of ideas.2 Whereas the transformative ideas 
that inform Einstein are scientific and those in Akhnaten (his third opera) are religious, 
Satyagraha is fundamentally a political opera. Like Einstein, Satyagraha remains deeply 
indebted to the aesthetics of the mid- to late-twentieth-century avant-gardes with which Glass 
collaborated. It perpetuates many aspects of Einstein that audiences found so unusual: an 
implicit politicization through its engagement with history; a lengthy, repetitive musical 
score; and a text lacking in semantic specificity, at least for the majority of Western 
audiences. More so than Einstein, it marks the first true fusion of musical minimalism and 
opera, thus holding a significant place in the developing canon of late twentieth-century 
operas; it served as inspiration for the first opera by John Adams, who called Satyagraha “the 
only American opera that really affected me” and “a marvelous marriage of musical and 
dramatic ideas.”3  
This chapter examines Satyagraha through the lens of the theatrical avant-garde to 
trace the path of its aesthetics and practices into American opera. Drawing on librettist 
Constance DeJong’s personal archives as well as new interviews with DeJong and designer 
Robert Israel, this chapter supplements and enriches the story of its creation, foregrounding 
in particular its collaborative aspect, an avant-garde practice that has become a trademark of 
                                                 
2Geoff Smith and Nicola Walker Smith, New Voices: American Composers Talk About Their Music (Portland, 
OR: Amadeus Press, 1995), 130. Many of Glass’s other operas and works for music theater also present 
portraits of historical figures, including American photography innovator Eadweard Muybridge (The 
Photographer, 1982), Italian astronomer and scientist Galileo Galilei (Galileo, 2001), German mathematician 
and astronomer Johannes Kepler (Kepler, 2009), and American entertainment mogul Walt Disney (The Perfect 
American, 2013). 
3John Adams, “John Adams, Composer. Berkeley,” ARTSREVIEW 5, no. 1: America’s Opera, ed. Dodie 
Kazanjian (Washington, DC: National Endowment for the Arts, 1988), 91. 
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Glass’s mode of production. With particular reference to Glass’s aesthetic of spectatorial 
completion, whereby the audience is complicit in the creation of a work, I also examine the 
semantic space that exists between image, music, and text, tracing the opera’s unorthodox 
musico-dramatic strategies back through Robert Wilson and Glass to Antonin Artaud and 
Gertrude Stein. With its multiple narratives, I propose that while Satyagraha does allow 
spectators to create meaning to a degree, it advances an authorially-intended meaning as 
well.  
The final section of the chapter takes a political approach. Pointing to the inclusion of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. in the third act and the resultant insertion of the United States into a 
larger global narrative, I argue that Satyagraha implicitly forwards an exceptionalist view of 
the United States that positions the country as the rightful inheritor of Gandhi’s ideals. 
Unlike more conventional notions of exceptionalism that value individualism, the 
exceptionalism envisioned in Satyagraha is communally-based, a pointed response to the 
fragmenting socio-political landscape of the 1970s United States. Narrowing in on the third 
act with an eye toward staging, I examine how the opera’s image, music, and text allow the 
1980 premiere production and the 2007 revival to speak to their respective milieus. 
 
Authoring Satyagraha: Synopsis and Chronology  
You don’t have simple authorship at all. That’s simply the way we work. I come from 
a tradition of group theater work. I began with Mabou Mines…The idea of group 
work began with The Living Theater and is carried through by people like Peter 
Brook and Robert Wilson. This is the contemporary tradition of theater which, has 
only just begun to be practiced in the world of opera.4 
                                                 
4Philip Glass, “Philip Glass. Composer. New York City,” ARTSREVIEW 5, no. 1: America’s Opera, ed. Dodie 
Kazanjian (Washington, DC: National Endowment for the Arts, 1988), 18. As I discuss below, Mabou Mines 
(of which Glass was a founding member) and the Living Theater were both American avant-garde theater 
groups that proved influential to Glass’s evolving ideas of theater. 
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Collaborations have defined Glass’s career. His willingness to work with artists in manifold 
genres and cultural domains (both high and popular art) has remained a critical element of his 
continued success and productivity. Opera, of course, has always necessitated a coming 
together of minds and artistic wills. Glass’s statement from 1988, however, complicates the 
increasingly individualistic view of composition that developed over the nineteenth century, 
whereby a composer labored to produce the musical score, a product of his intellect or 
inspiration alone. By contrast, the image of authorship that Glass presents prizes the 
collaborative effort while linking it directly to the American experimental theater tradition of 
the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. Although an individualistic view of authorship offers simpler 
historiography, it obfuscates the complex networks of collaboration that are crucial to the 
development of opera. The story of Satyagraha’s development testifies to collaborative 
practice and its rejuvenating effect on the operatic genre, as well as the complex trans-
Atlantic networks that have fostered the operas of Glass, Reich, and Adams. 
Satyagraha weaves together seminal episodes from Gandhi’s time in South Africa 
(Table 2.1). Taking a cue from the non-linear structuring of numerous avant-garde plays, 
these episodes are presented achronologically, and multiple layers of time bind the various 
strands of the opera. The broadest layer represents Gandhi’s past, present, and future through 
the inclusion of three historical characters who act, in Glass’s words, as “witnesses on 
high.”5 These non-speaking roles—Russian author and non-violent resistance advocate 
Count Leo Tolstoy in the first act, Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore in the second, and 
American civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. in the third—preside over the actio
the opera. Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of Heaven is Within You played a formative role in 
n of 
                                                 
5Philip Glass, Music by Philip Glass, ed. Robert T. Jones (New York: Harper and Row, 1987), 98. 
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Gandhi’s philosophy of civil disobedience, and the two communicated briefly through a 
series of letters at the end of the Russian novelist’s life. Tagore, a contemporary of Gandhi, 
provided encouragement and advice to the latter throughout his life, and King would 
Gandhi’s theories of non-violent resistance into an American context during the U.S. Civil 
Rights movement. The narrowest layer of time presents the events of the opera over the 
course of a single day, with Act One (“Tolstoy”) in the morning, Act Two (“Tagore”) in the 
afternoon, and Act Three (“King”) in the evening. The six historical episodes from Gandhi’s 
life from 1893 to 1914, along with one scene outside the purview of history, represent the 
final layer of time that is embedded in the opera. 
translate 
Table 2.1: Scene structure of Satyagraha. 
 
Act Scene Temporal Setting6 
Scene 1: The Kuru Field of Justice Dawn breaking (sky with clouds) 
Scene 2: Tolstoy Farm (1910) Mid-morning (wispy clouds) Act I – Tolstoy 
Scene 3: The Vow (1906) Noonday (bright clouds) 
Scene 1: Confrontation and Rescue (1896) 2 p.m. (stormy black sky) 
Scene 2: Indian Opinion (1906) 5 p.m. (orange burning sun) Act II – Tagore 
Scene 3: Protest (1908) Twilight (few stars) 
Act III – King Scene 2: Newcastle March (1913) Dusk to night (starry sky) 
 
The first scene of the opera is set in so-called mythological time, depicting the 
opening episode from the Bhagavad Gita, in which Prince Arjuna, looking over two armies 
on the eve of battle, receives instruction from the Hindu god Lord Krishna on the respective 
virtues of action and inaction.7 In the initial production, these two armies—rather than being 
mythological—are the Europeans and Indians of South Africa, and Gandhi acts as a modern-
day Arjuna. Act One, Scene Two (“Tolstoy Farm”) presents the creation of Gandhi’s second 
                                                 
6Productions subsequent to the premiere have not always retained this element of the opera’s temporal structure. 
7The Bhagavad Gita is a 700-verse religious text that is part of larger Hindu epic Mahabharata. The entire 
Bhagavad Gita plays out as a dialogue between Arjuna and Krishna, thus allowing the text to address various 
elements of Hindu ideology and philosophy. As a source for an operatic libretto, it will return in the discussion 
of Adams’s Doctor Atomic. 
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ashram, or cooperative living community, on 30 May 1910 on an 1,100-acre farm outside 
Johannesburg, and Scene Three (“The Vow”) depicts the vow taken by Gandhi and the 
Transvaal Indian delegates in Johannesburg on 11 September 1906 to refuse to submit to the 
Asiatic Law Amendment Ordinance (also known as the Black Act) if it became law.8 Act II, 
Scene 1 (“Confrontation and Rescue”) steps back to 1896, when Gandhi returned to South 
Africa after six months in India raising awareness of South African discrimination. After 
disembarking from his ship in Durban, Gandhi was assaulted by an angry mob, only to be 
saved by the wife of the local police superintendent, Mrs. Alexander. The following scene 
(“Indian Opinion”) returns to 1906 to present the creation of the newspaper, Indian Opinion, 
which Gandhi and others used to promote awareness and understanding of their struggle in 
South Africa and abroad. The last scene of Act II (“Protest”) moves forward in time to 16 
August 1908, when Gandhi and over two thousand of his Satyagrahi followers burned their 
government-imposed registration cards in one of their first non-violent acts of defiance. The 
sole scene of the third act (“Newcastle March”) enacts the night before the Newcastle March 
on 6 November 1913, when Gandhi and a couple thousand striking mine workers and women 
began marching across South Africa, setting the stage for the eventual repeal of the Black 
Act and Three Pound Tax in June 1914. 
Despite the acclaim awarded Einstein on the Beach after its U.S. premiere at the 
Metropolitan Opera in November 1976, Glass had returned to working as a taxi driver to pay 
off the significant debt he and Wilson accrued in producing the piece. According to Glass’s 
account of Satyagraha’s creation, when Hans de Roo, general director of the Netherlands 
Opera, saw Einstein in the summer of 1976 during the Amsterdam leg of its European tour, 
                                                 
8This law required Asian men to register themselves and produce their government-issued certificate of identity 
at any time on demand. 
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he immediately suggested that Glass write “a real opera.”9 In practical terms, this meant 
composing for orchestral forces and trained choral and solo voices. Beyond those constraints, 
however, Glass and his collaborators would depart radically from operatic conventions of 
character, narrative, and dramaturgy in Satyagraha. 
The excitement over Einstein’s American appearance had hardly subsided before 
Glass began working on his next music theater piece.10 He quickly settled on Gandhi as a 
subject, having initially proposed it to Robert Wilson when the two were pitching ideas for 
what was to become Einstein. The composer’s interest in Gandhi grew out of his many visits 
to India after studying with sitar player Ravi Shankar in 1965. Glass traveled to India 
approximately every three years, and during a 1973 visit he acquired a number of Gandhi’s 
writings; “from that point on,” he writes, “studying Gandhi became something of a hobby for 
me.”11 The composer took a particular interest in Gandhi’s book Satyagraha, an 
autobiographical account of his years in South Africa. 
By late 1976, Glass had already partnered with writer and artist Constance DeJong, a 
friend from the SoHo area of New York City, for his new project. Glass decided early on that 
the opera’s vocal text would be drawn from the Bhagavad Gita, which Gandhi returned to 
throughout his life and which acted as a catalyst in his development of the principles of 
satyagraha. DeJong was tasked with selecting the opera’s text, and, more importantly at this 
early stage, collaborating with Glass in shaping the opera’s book, or story. DeJong began by 
                                                 
9Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 87. 
10For a fairly contemporaneous account of the opera’s development, see Ear Magazine 5, no. 1 (April/May 
1979) [a general overview]; Ear Magazine 5, no. 3 (November/December 1979) [an interview with Glass and 
librettist Constance DeJong]; Ear Magazine 5, no. 6 (June/July 1980) [an article by designer Robert Israel about 
the sets and costumes]. A planned fourth installment for the September issue, to “contain an account of the 
musical procedures of the opera,” appears not to have come to fruition, perhaps owing to the magazine’s split 
during this time into Ear Magazine East and Ear Magazine West. 
11Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 91. For Glass’s account of Satyagraha’s creation, see ibid., 87–118. 
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chronicling the twenty-some major events of Gandhi’s twenty-one year period in South 
Africa, drawn from his autobiography, Satyagraha in South Africa, and Robert Payne’s The 
Life and Death of Mahatma Gandhi (see Figure 2.1). In January 1977, the pair pitched their 
idea to de Roo in a meeting that had been set up by Robert Israel, a SoHo acquaintance of 
Glass’s who was then resident designer at the Netherlands Opera. Once de Roo approved the 
choice of subject matter, Margaret Wood, Glass’s agent who had previously worked for 
Performing Art Services, secured a commission from the city to Rotterdam to pay the 
composer and librettist. Over the next year, the practical concerns of the opera—such as the 
length and number of scenes, size of the orchestra and chorus, number of solo roles, and a 
possible premiere date—were ironed out in a series of meetings between Glass, DeJong, de 
Roo, Israel, and Wood. Israel agreed to become the set and costume designer, and at his 
insistence, Richard Riddell became the lighting designer. The eventual director, David 
Pountney, was not engaged until the piece was largely complete. 
Over the course of 1977, DeJong and Glass drafted several outlines that chart the 
conceptual development of the opera. What began as an opera about Gandhi gradually 
transformed during this year into an opera about the creation and formation of an idea: non-
violent passive resistance. The earliest outline, created in December 1976 and presented by 
DeJong and Glass to de Roo in their January 1977 meeting, is less a plot than a chronological 
plotting of important events in Gandhi’s South African life, beginning with his 1893 arrival 
in Durban, South Africa as a barrister and concluding with his departure from South Africa 
for England on 8 July 1914. At this early stage, Glass and DeJong conceived of the opera’s 
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structure as essentially Brechtian, with a large number of short scenes being used to cover a 
lengthy historical period.12 
Figure 2.1: First page of Constance DeJong’s Satyagraha notebook. Photograph by the 
author. Used by permission. 
 
 
 
The next extant outline reveals twelve chronologically-arranged scenes (Table 2.2). 
The outline lists the setting, characters, and action of each scene, which includes events such 
as the founding of the Natal Indian Congress in 1894, the formation of the Indian Ambulance 
                                                 
12Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 95. Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, 
NY. 
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Corps in 1899 to assist the British in the Boer War, the 1907 picketing of a registration 
office, and numerous encounters with General Smuts (sung by a bass), Gandhi’s principal 
adversary, from 1907 until 1910 (see Figure 2.2). The opera was tentatively to be scored for 
string orchestra, doubled woodwinds, trumpet, chimes, and electric organ, as well as six 
singing roles and both small and large mixed choruses. Intriguingly, the role of Gandhi was 
to have been sung as a soprano-tenor duet throughout the opera, with the tenor appearing 
onstage and the soprano singing from the orchestra pit. The opera would have ended with 
five minutes of newsreel footage from Gandhi’s 1930 Salt March in India, thus leaping 
forward nearly twenty years to show his most famous employment of satyagraha. 
Unconstrained by conventional notions of character, dramaturgy, and plot, DeJong and Glass 
explored a variety of ideas during the opera’s development. Indeed, at one point, Glass and 
DeJong entertained the idea of not even including Gandhi in the opera.13 
Table 2.2: Second outline of Satyagraha scenes. Adapted from an outline by Constance 
DeJong. 
 
Scene Number Scene Title/Event 
1 Gandhi arrives in Durban, South Africa as barrister (1893) 
2 Founding of the Natal Indian Congress (1894) 
3 Gandhi returns from India (1896) 
4 Indian Ambulance Corps during Boer War (1899) 
5 Phoenix Settlement and Indian Opinion (1904) 
6 Taking of Satyagraha vow (1906) 
7 Picketing registration offices (1907) 
8 General Smuts promises to repeal the Black Act (1907) 
9 Protesting General Smuts’s breach of promise (1908) 
10 Tolstoy Farm (1910) 
11 Struggle to repeal Immigration Act and Three Pound Tax (1910) 
12 New Castle Strike and March to Charlestown (Nov. 1910) 
 
 
 
                                                 
13Michael Cooper, “An Exclusive Interview with Philip Glass and Constance DeJong,” Ear Magazine 5, no. 3 
(November/December 1979): 3. 
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Figure 2.2: First sketch for second outline, from Constance DeJong’s Satyagraha 
notebook. Photograph by the author. Used by permission. 
 
 
By the time DeJong drafted the next outline (Table 2.3), the opera had shrunk in 
scope to eight scenes divided over three acts. More importantly, Glass hit upon the idea of 
constructing a sort of meta-structure, whereby a different historical figure presided over—or 
served as a witness to—each act. At this point, the division of scenes into acts (and the 
ensuing need to create a dramatic shape for each act) led Glass and DeJong to arrange the 
historical scenes achronologically, as they sought to balance the opera musically and 
dramatically. Conceptually, this outline marks the point at which the opera shifted from 
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being centered on biographical detail to being an opera about the emergence and continuity 
of an idea. DeJong recalls: 
At some point, everything crystallized and changed when the interest became not on 
biography but on the genesis of non-violent civil disobedience...I think Philip had the 
first insight on that…I seized on it, because now, not only was the subject vaguely 
interesting, it was superbly interesting and relevant, and it was about an idea and not a 
person. And that really mattered to me. Then, soon, the opera really became about the 
continuity of an idea, when we started working with those different time frames. 
Then—heaven! Subject matter, content, the inheritance in Martin Luther King, Jr., the 
sort of pre-vision [in Tolstoy], and then the witness of Tagore.14 
 
Another crucial change that occurred at this point was the removal of the character of 
General Smuts. By excising the scenes with Smuts, the opera was left without an identifiable 
antagonist. The effect, Glass suggested in 2008, was to make the opera “enclosed once again 
in a kind of idealism that is removed in a certain way from any contact with what was really 
happening.”15 
The telescoping of the opera also served a practical purpose; Glass was well aware 
that his music worked best when it stretched out over a longer period of time, and fewer 
scenes meant longer scenes. A subsequent outline (Table 2.4) shows a few more minor 
adjustments: the picketing scene (originally Scene 7 of the twelve-scene outline) was 
excised, the “Umbrella” scene moved to the beginning of Act II, and Scene 5 (“Phoenix 
Settlement and Indian Opinion”) was split in two, with the newspaper’s development moved 
to the second scene of Act II. The re-ordered outline places the most significant actions—
first the taking of the satyagraha vow, then the burning of the registration cards, and finally 
the Newcastle Strike—at the culmination of each act. The ordering also foregrounds 
                                                 
14Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, NY. 
15The Metropolitan Opera, Satyagraha: Works and Process at the Guggenheim (25 March 2008) [archival 
video], Performing Arts Research Collections, New York Public Library. 
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confrontation in the opening scenes of the first two acts, thus creating a similar structure in 
each act: confrontation–work/creation–action. 
Table 2.3: Third outline of Satyagraha. Adapted from an outline by Constance DeJong. 
 
Act Scene 
Scene 1:Gandhi’s first confrontations with color prejudice in Durban 
Characters: Gandhi and 2 Europeans (men) 
Scene 5: Phoenix Settlement and Indian Opinion 
Characters: Gandhi, Miss Schlesen, Kasturbai, Parsi, Kallenbach 
(2 women – 3 men) 
Act I – Tolstoy 
Scene 6: Taking of Satyagraha Vow 
Characters: Gandhi, Kallenbach, Parsi, and men’s chorus 
Scene 7: Picketing 
Characters: Men and women (small mixed chorus) 
Scene 9: Card burning (Gandhi to jail) 
Characters: Gandhi and large chorus Act II – Tagore 
Scene 3: Umbrella 
Characters: Gandhi and Mrs. Alexander (and chorus) 
Scene 10: Tolstoy Farm Act III – King Scene 12: New Castle Strike and March to Charlestown 
 
Table 2.4: Fourth outline of Satyagraha. Adapted from an outline by Constance 
DeJong. 
 
Act Scene 
Scene 1:Gandhi arrives in Durban, South Africa as a barrister (1893) 
Scene 2: Phoenix Settlement (1904) Act I – Tolstoy 
Scene 3: Taking of Satyagraha Vow (1906) 
Scene 1: Gandhi returns from India (1896) 
Scene 2: Indian Opinion Act II – Tagore Scene 3: Picketing Registration Offices (1907) / Protesting General 
Smuts’ breach of promise (1908) 
Scene 1: Tolstoy Farm (1910) Act III – King Scene 2: New Castle Strike and March to Charlestown (Nov. 1910) 
 
By 1978, the logistics of the opera were largely settled, its structure was nearing its 
final shape, and DeJong had begun choosing Sanskrit text for each of the scenes. As the draft 
of the libretto for the proposed Phoenix Settlement scene demonstrates, DeJong’s selection of 
text from the Bhagavad Gita was largely thematic (Appendix 1): the majority of verses in 
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that scene revolve around the idea of work.16 Given a choice between equally appropriate 
texts, DeJong let the sound of the language itself inform her final selection.17 
In February, the trio traveled to India for three weeks with the aid of a Rockefeller 
Foundation grant. The trip would prove influential in a number of ways, from the set and 
costume design to the final scenario descriptions. In addition to viewing extensive archival 
material at the Gandhi Foundation in New Delhi, the team visited Sevagram, Gandhi’s last 
ashram, in central India, and interviewed people throughout India who had known Gandhi. 
These materials, noted Israel in a 2013 interview, “anchored what I wanted to do even though 
[the opera] was never set in specific locations.”18 
An equally important element of the tour was their visit to the province of Kerala, 
where they spent time at the Kathakali Kalamandalum. Kathakali, a centuries-old Indian 
form of text-less theater that incorporates stylized dancing, singing, and acting, traditionally 
dramatizes episodes from the Mahabharata, one of the major Sanskrit religious epics (which 
includes the Bhagavad Gita), over an extended period of time. Israel, who would draw upon 
the hyper-realistic detail of Kathakali for his costume, set, and make-up design in Satyagraha 
(particularly in the opening scene), recalls being deeply influenced by this visit: 
It’s amazing, and it lasts for hours. And no one speaks. That did affect me; it was very 
powerful…There’s something slightly psychedelic about it…you’re made to feel time 
in a different way.…There was one performance we saw, where just as the sun was 
coming up, these two armies were fighting on stage. There were just two guys, for 
forty-five minutes they were moving very slowly, and then they started moving 
incredibly fast. And you just opened your eyes and said, “What is going on? Those 
                                                 
16When the Phoenix Settlement scene was eventually cut, portions of its text were transferred into Act I, Scene 
1 (“Tolstoy Farm”: Chapter 3, Verses 8 and 9; Chapter 4, Verses 19–22) and Act II, Scene 2 (“Indian Opinion”: 
Chapter III, Verses 19–25). 
17Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, NY. 
18Robert Israel, interview with the author, 27 December 2013, Los Angeles, CA. 
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two guys are two big armies!” You don’t need any more than two guys!…It was 
fabulous—it’s the best theater I’ve ever seen.19 
 
Israel’s account of Kathakali theater emphasizes the suspended sense of time that is common 
to Glass’s early operas, as well as the works of Robert Wilson and the Living Theatre. His 
recollection also suggests a possible influence for the opening of Satyagraha, which is set not 
in a particular historical moment from Gandhi’s life, but on the mythological battlefield of 
Kuru, described in the opening of the Bhagavad Gita. The prologue was one of the last 
scenes to be decided upon, and came at the suggestion of DeJong. Rather than starting the 
opera with Gandhi’s well-known experience of being thrown off of a train due to the color of 
his skin, DeJong suggested the current opening scene, which, she notes, “located the 
Bhagavad Gita right inside the opera.”20 While the decision to enact a scene from the 
Bhagavad Gita is consonant with Satyagraha’s use of its Sanskrit text, the choice of 
depicting two armies on stage in the opera’s opening may have been inspired by the team’s 
trip to India and their attendance at the Kathakali Kalamandalum. 
The final period of planning for the opera took place a few months after the team’s 
return to the United States. Israel recalls, “After visiting India for research six months earlier, 
the three of us proceeded to put off working together. It wasn’t so much procrastination as 
allowing pressure to build, getting up a good head of steam. Then, in June we flew up to 
Phil’s summer place in Nova Scotia where we thought there wasn’t any way of escaping our 
purpose.”21 Over a five-day period in Cape Breton that began on 7 July, Glass, DeJong, and 
                                                 
19Ibid. 
20Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, NY. DeJong’s papers reveal that 
the Sanskrit text for the original opening (after Gandhi is thrown off the train) had already drawn on the 
beginning of the Bhagavad Gita; it included Chapter II, verses 7 (sung by Gandhi) and 38 (sung by the two 
Europeans). 
21Robert Israel, “Satyagraha: A Designer’s Perspective,” Ear Magazine 5, no. 6 (June/July 1980): 20. 
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Israel completed the book and formulated the staging ideas for Satyagraha.22 The “Tolstoy 
Farm” scene replaced the “Phoenix Settlement” scene as Act I, Scene 2 (likely at the 
suggestion of Israel), and the opening scene took its final form. The physical setting of Cape 
Breton played a role in the opera’s development as well; with its expansive, colorful skies, 
Nova Scotia provided the inspiration for the dawn-to-dusk temporal layer of the opera.23 
While Israel flew back to New York to continue working on his set and costume designs (and 
to escape the horse flies and other pests that had plagued him in Nova Scotia), Glass and 
DeJong stayed on to continue ironing out the final details. After finalizing the selection of the 
opera’s Sanskrit text, DeJong began transliterating and syllabifying the text for Glass to set, 
which she completed by 29 July 1978. She then set about creating a phonetic guide to assist 
singers in their pronunciation of the text. 
After their July planning session, Glass began setting the text that DeJong had chosen 
for the libretto, Israel sketched out ideas for costumes and sets, and DeJong worked toward 
completing the book that served as both a libretto and historical account of Gandhi’s time in 
South Africa.24 In an attempt to emphasize the musical points of connection between 
Western and Eastern cultures, Glass chose to forego brass and percussion instruments, 
scoring the opera for strings, tripled woodwinds, and electric organ.25 This decision also 
                                                 
22DeJong’s dates conflict with Israel’s, but given that hers are drawn from journals composed during this period, 
they are more likely the correct ones. DeJong proposed the change to the opening scene during their first 
meeting on 8 July. 
23Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, NY. 
24Israel’s costume sketches for the three historical figures in Satyagraha are housed in the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York. The book that was published is Constance DeJong and Philip Glass, Satyagraha: M.K. 
Gandhi in South Africa, 1893–1914: The Historical Material and Libretto Comprising the Opera’s Book (New 
York: Tanam Press, 1983). 
25Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 113–14. Given that Glass would be been intimately familiar with Indian 
percussion through his collaborations with the tabla virtuoso Alla Rakha, it is not entirely clear where he got the 
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allowed him to draw on the more familiar sonic palette of his ensemble—which consis
electric keyboards, amplified winds, and voice—by translating it into an orchestral context. 
By the following August, Glass had completed the m
ted of 
usic. 
int 
ts 
                                                                                                                                                      
Like Einstein before it, Satyagraha is colored with the repetitive chords and 
arpeggios that have come to be associated with Glass’s music. Similarly, the tonal harmonies 
of Satyagraha are often used non-functionally. To structure the opera’s lengthy scenes, Glass 
relied on the Baroque chaconne technique, which allowed him to pursue melodic and 
rhythmic variety atop a repeating harmonic pattern. In beginning of the opening scene, for 
example, Glass employs a descending tetrachord bass line (F–E#–D#–C) that he subjects to a 
gradual rhythmic and metrical expansion (Music Example 2.1), adding or subtracting one 
eighth-note after each chaconne cycle until the arpeggiated harmonies in measures of 5/8 have 
transformed into ascending and descending scales in 8/8 (reh. 13), at which point the 
harmonic pattern pauses, oscillating between F natural minor and F harmonic minor. The 
slow rhythmic expansion is mirrored by a similar textural accretion, as the viola and double 
bass join the cello and electric organ that begin the movement. As the woodwinds enter in 
reh. 17, Glass reverses the bass line direction, ascending from F to B# underneath the now-
inverted f–E#–D#–C harmonies.26 When Gandhi is joined by Arjuna in reh. 25, Glass begins 
a slow textural and rhythmic build-up again, a process he utilizes once more as Krishna 
begins singing (reh. 55). With the entrance of the chorus in reh. 77, the music reaches a po
of maximum expansion, with the entire orchestra (with divisi winds), chorus, and solois
sounding forte in measures of 17/8. In this fashion, Glass builds continuous development and a 
 
idea that emphasizing the commonality between Indian and European cultures would necessity removing any 
percussion. 
26This dissertation will adopt the convention of typesetting minor harmonies in lowercase (i.e., f = F minor) and 
major harmonies in uppercase (i.e., F = F major). 
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sonic teleology (a long-range movement from p to f, from few instruments to full orchestra) 
into a cyclic structure that, according to musicologist Allison Welch, references both Indian 
cosmology and music.27 
Music Example 2.1: Satyagraha Act I, Scene 1, Reh. 1. 
 
 
Subsequent to casting sessions in New York City, Glass, DeJong, and Israel, along 
with director David Pountney, rehearsed the entire work with the principal singers and piano 
accompaniment in the spring of 1980. In July, they began a seven-week rehearsal period in 
Scheveningen, a seaside suburb of The Hague.28 On 5 September the Netherlands Opera 
company premiered Satyagraha in Rotterdam, with performances shortly thereafter in The 
Hague, Scheveningen, and Amsterdam. The opera was warmly received. The following year, 
Satyagraha received its U.S. premiere, first at Artpark in Western New York in July before 
appearing at the Brooklyn Academy of Music in November. In the same year, a new 
                                                 
27Allison Welch, “Meetings along the Edge: Svara and Tāla in American Minimal Music,” American Music 17 
(1999): 192–94. Similarly, for a thorough investigation of the links between Satyagraha and Hindu cosmology, 
see Michael Altmann, Sakrales Musiktheater im 20. Jahrhundert: Eine Studie zur Oper Satyagraha von Philip 
Glass (Regensburg: S. Roderer, 1993). 
28Robert Israel, interview with the author, 27 December 2013, Los Angeles, CA. In his account, Glass lists the 
rehearsals as taking place in Rotterdam. 
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production by East German director Achim Freyer opened in Stuttgart, and a videorecording 
of its revival in 1983 later received a commercial release. In 2007, the English National 
Opera and the Metropolitan Opera co-produced a new production, under director Phelim 
McDermott and designer Julian Crouch, which went on to garner significant critical and 
popular acclaim.29 
 
From Paris to SoHo: Glass, His Collaborators, and the Avant-garde 
Even more so than Reich and Adams—the other primary subjects of this dissertation—Glass 
has defined himself professionally as a collaborative artist. His joint artistic ventures are as 
likely to fit in mainstream culture as they are with the artistic fringe, and they extend into 
nearly every genre, with film scores for directors Goddfrey Reggio, Francis Ford Coppola, 
and Michael Snow, dance music for choreographers Lucinda Childs and Twyla Tharp, and 
even music for the sculptures of Richard Serra. Crediting theater as his “catalyst for musical 
innovation,” Glass most readily identifies himself as a theater composer.30 Indeed, some of 
his earliest and most significant collaborations took place with actors and directors of the 
1960s and 1970s theatrical avant-garde, and Glass’s interactions within these communities 
had profound implications for his operatic career, from his unorthodox dramaturgical choices 
to his choice of collaborators. 
Like Aaron Copland, Roy Harris, Virgil Thomson, and other American composers of 
the 1920s and 1930s, Glass traveled to Paris to study under the renowned pedagogue Nadia 
Boulanger. Although Glass credits Boulanger with refining his compositional technique 
                                                 
29This production opened at ENO in April 2007 and at the Met in April 2008. It returned to the Met in 2011 and 
ENO in 2013. 
30Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 23. Smith and Smith, New Voices, 128–29. 
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during the two years he spent studying with her, the connections he made in Paris outside the 
circles of Western classical musicians proved more influential.31 Through his work as an 
assistant for Ravi Shankar and Alla Rakha, who were composing a score to Conrad Rook’s 
film Chappaqua, Glass stumbled upon the idea of using rhythm as an approach to formal 
structure.32 More importantly for his approach to theater music, however, Glass became 
involved with a group of expatriate American theater artists and experienced continental 
theater works and plays that would radically shape his later approach to operatic dramaturgy. 
In Paris, Glass began working with JoAnne Akalaitis, Lee Breuer, Ruth Maleczech, 
and David Warrilow; upon their return to New York in 1969–70 the five founded the 
collaborative experimental company Mabou Mines with the support of the La Mama 
Experimental Theater Club. Links between the members of the group and other avant-garde 
American theatrical communities had already been forged by the time Glass began 
collaborating with them abroad. Both Breuer and Maleczech had studied with R.G. Davis, 
founder of the San Francisco Mime Troupe (with whom Reich had collaborated), in 1959 and 
1960.33 Also during this time, Maleczech met Akalaitis—then a graduate student at Stanford 
University—through the San Francisco Actor’s Workshop. When traveling through Europe 
in the mid-1960s, Breuer and Maleczech encountered Glass and Akalaitis (who married in 
1965 and divorced in 1980) on vacation in Greece, and were invited back to Paris. Once the 
four decided to explore Samuel Beckett’s recently published Play, Akalaitis invited 
Warrilow—then an editor at the literary journal Réalités—to join them. 
                                                 
31Philip Glass, interview with Ev Grimes, number 218 a-d OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of American 
Music, Yale University, tape 218-d. 
32Welch, “Meetings along the Edge,” 191; Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 16–18. 
33Iris Smith Fischer, Mabou Mines: Making Avant-Garde Theater in the 1970s (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2011), 33–59. 
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By Glass’s reckoning, his involvement with Play proved formative. The play requires 
minimal resources, involving only three people (one man, two women) who play deceased 
characters whose heads are visible above large urns. The dialogue is rapid, repetitive, and 
fragmentary, and Glass composed incidental music for two saxophones that involved two 
different overlapping rhythmic cycles.34 More importantly, as Glass watched the play 
performed night after night, he experienced the epiphany of the piece at a different moment 
each time, leading to his realization of a certain theatrical aesthetic: 
It occurred to me then that the emotion of Beckett’s theater did not reside in the piece 
in a way that allowed a complicated process of identification to trigger response…A 
simpler way to say it is that Beckett’s Play doesn’t exist separately from its 
relationship to the viewer, who is included as part of the play’s content. This is the 
mechanism we mean when we say the audience “completes” the work. The invention, 
or innovation, of Beckett’s Play is that it includes us, the audience, in a different way 
than does traditional theater. Instead of submitting us to an internal mechanism within 
the work, it allows us, by our presence, to relate to it, complete it and personalize it. 
The power of the work is directly proportional to the degree to which we succeed in 
personalizing it.35 
 
According to Glass’s aesthetic, then, the audience completes the piece. While this idea was 
not new—it had been introduced by John Cage and Marcel Duchamp earlier—it became 
fundamental to Mabou Mines’s approach to creating new pieces for the theater.36 In 
Satyagraha, this aesthetic informed several of the work’s unusual attributes, including the 
decision to use excerpts from the Bhagavad Gita—in Sanskrit—as the libretto. 
                                                 
34For a description of Glass’s music for Play, see Philip Glass, interview by William Duckworth in Talking 
Music: Conversations with John Cage, Philip Glass, Laurie Anderson, and Five Generations of American 
Experimental Composers (New York: Schirmer Books, 1995), 331–32. 
35Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 36. Glass continued to write music to accompany Beckett’s plays. In 2007, he 
composed music for Beckett's short plays Act Without Words I, Act Without Words II, Rough for Theatre I, and 
Eh Joe. 
36Fischer, Mabou Mines, 58. Apart from their newly created plays, Mabou Mines often performed Beckett and 
Brecht in their early years. 
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Just as important as Glass’s earliest theatrical collaborations was his exposure to new 
theater, which he cites as having a “formative effective” on his thinking.37 In Paris, Glass 
experienced new plays by Samuel Beckett and Jean Genet at the Théâtre Lyon and Théâtre 
de l’Odéon, as well as new films by François Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard.38 Glass also 
frequently credits the influence of Bertolt Brecht and the Living Theater during this time. 
With Akalaitis, he traveled to East Berlin to spend a week watching the Berliner Ensemble, 
the theater company Brecht founded in 1949. 
The pair also traveled to see the Living Theater, an American experimental theater 
company that spent much of the 1960s in self-imposed exile in Europe. Founded by Julian 
Beck and Judith Malina in 1947, the communally-organized Living Theater was deeply 
influenced by the philosophies of French playwright Antonin Artaud, who advocated the 
dissolution of the imagined “fourth wall” between audience and actors through the 
bombardments of the senses.39 After sojourning to the south of France in 1964 to watch the 
troupe’s premiere of Frankenstein—a radical rebuttal of industrial, bourgeois culture that 
features non-linear action—Akalaitis and Glass traveled to Berlin later in the winter to speak 
with Malina and Beck about their work and ideas about collective theater. Glass recalls 
Frankenstein making an enormous impression on him: “The weight of the work was in 
images and movement. Further, it was the first theater work I had seen that so radically 
                                                 
37Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 35. 
38Philip Glass, interview with Ingram Marshall, number 218 f-h OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of 
American Music, Yale University, tape 218-f; Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 4. 
39On the Living Theater, see John Tytell, The Living Theatre: Art, Exile, and Outrage (New York: Grove Press, 
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Frankenstein, see Saul Gottlieb, “The Living Theatre in Exile: Mysteries, Frankenstein,” Tulane Drama Review 
10, no. 4 (Summer 1966): 137–52. 
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extended the accepted sense of theater time: the performance began around eight in the 
evening and went on until sometime around three in the morning.”40 Although Glass’s 
encounter with Hindustani music via Shankar and Raka introduced him to the idea of 
structuring music through rhythm, his exposure to the Living Theater proved equally 
formative, insofar as his pieces from the 1970s work on a similarly lengthy time-scale. His 
experience of the Living Theater also prefigured his encounter in 1973 with Robert Wilson’s 
The Life and Times of Josef Stalin, which adopts an equally spacious sense of theatrical time. 
Glass and Akalaitis returned to New York in 1967, where they quickly became 
immersed in the downtown arts scene. The other members of the expatriate theater group 
followed a couple of years later, citing “a desire to create a specifically American theater and 
the opportunity to join a thriving artistic community.”41 For Breuer, who increasingly took 
on the role of director and playwright for Mabou Mines’s early original work, this 
contemporary American theater would reinvent choral narrative through a combination 
acting and movement, while being rooted in American popular culture.
of 
s, Breuer 
                                                
42 As theater historian 
Iris Smith Fischer write
was gradually realizing that he wanted to create a truly American mode of 
performance reflecting the multiple influences on U.S. culture. Only tangentially 
related to music, the choral techniques used in the Animations abjure the unified, 
“three-dimensional” psychological character common to realist drama for a more 
abstract locus, visualized as a set of cartoonish figures who interact and speak in 
several intertwined cultural voices. American identity becomes an echo chamber of 
such voices, each filtered through an unceasing feedback loop of media culture.43 
 
 
40Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 7. 
41Fischer, Mabou Mines, 50. 
42Breuer was also one of the first to incorporate bunraku puppetry into Western theater.  
43Fischer, Mabou Mines, 31. 
 68
Breuer and Mabou Mines began this reinvention with The Red Horse Animation in 
1970, and Glass recalled in his early autobiography, “for a number of reasons Red Horse 
Animation was a significant milestone in both my and Mabou Mines’ lives.”44 For Mabou 
Mines, Red Horse marked their first original piece—their earliest performances were of 
Beckett and other European playwrights—while for Glass, the play gave him the opportunity 
to begin developing music organized by what he termed “additive process.” Although he 
does not credit the influence of Breuer’s commitment to creating a new form of American 
theater, Glass’s remarks on Satyagraha in a 1982 interview suggest a similarly ambitious 
goal: “I’m trying to create a new kind of musical theatre—one that speaks the language of 
our times.”45 Like Breuer, Glass leans heavily on collective voices in his purported 
reinvention of a genre. In Satyagraha, Glass’s first opera designed as such, the chorus 
shoulders four out of the seven scenes, leading the composer to characterize it as “practically 
a choral opera.”46 
During this time, Glass actively collaborated with non-musicians—dancers, painters, 
sculptors, poets, filmmakers, and actors were all potential collaborators. Tellingly, Glass’s 
new style of music, gleaned from his experiences with avant-garde theater and Indian music, 
had its New York debut in September 1968 at the Film-Makers Cinematheque, outside the 
purview of mainstream classical music institutions. A lack of traditional performance venues 
led Glass to develop his own unique ensemble (the Philip Glass Ensemble), which consisted 
                                                 
44Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 7–8. For a list of Glass’s music for Mabou Mines, see ibid., 7. 
45Barbara Craft, “Philip Glass: Sound Poet. A Conversation with Barbara Craft,” Venice, CA (30 January 
1982), 1. Betty Freeman Papers, MSS 227. Mandeville Special Collections Library, University of California, 
San Diego. 
46Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 107–8. 
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of amplified woodwinds, keyboard synthesizers, and solo soprano voice, and most early 
performances of Glass’s music took place in lofts and art galleries. 
While living and working in SoHo, Glass met Constance DeJong. A writer and 
language-based artist, DeJong studied philosophy and art history at Ohio State University 
before moving to New York in the early 1970s. Although the ostensible reason for her move 
was to pursue a graduate degree, she soon moved into a loft on Crosby Street between Spring 
Street and Broome Street and devoted her full-time attention to working within the 
downtown arts scene. As a language-based artist, DeJong became ensconced within a micro-
community that worked in between forms and disciplines. She recalled in a 2014 interview, 
“I was coming here as a bit of a misfit, because I had my feet in the art world but I didn’t 
make things, and I was coming through a door that wasn’t as familiar as it is now, which is 
the language door…I was of a community of that cross-discipline work that was going on: 
dancers made films, dancers made performances, Philip had a band, as he liked to call it…”47 
Given the intimacy of the SoHo community in the early 1970s, DeJong became acquainted 
with Glass at a post-performance party soon after her move; she recalls that his ensemble at 
the time was still playing Music with Changing Parts and was just beginning to perform 
various sections of Music in Twelve Parts.48  
DeJong gave her first public performance at The Kitchen in 1975; in a double bill, she 
and Kathy Acker were the first writers presented by the experimental arts institution, which 
                                                 
47Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, NY. 
48Although DeJong does not recall the exact circumstances under which she met Glass, she suspects that it may 
have been at an after-party following a performance at a gallery at 121 Greene Street. Beginning sometime after 
1975, this location became a secondary space for the art gallery Sperone Westwater Fischer. 
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had traditionally focused on dance, music, and video.49 Later, DeJong would adapt her first 
novel, Modern Love (which was mailed to subscribers in serial form), into a spoken 
performance at The Kitchen on 21–22 October 1977.50 The following year, through a 
residency in upstate New York at the ZBS Foundation, she transformed Modern Love into an 
hour-long radio program, complete with Foley sound effects and incidental music by Glass 
(this music was later published as Modern Love Waltz for piano and Fourth Series Part 
Three for violin and clarinet). 
The third main collaborator on Satyagraha, Robert Israel, also worked within the 
1970s downtown arts community, although his career path had led him into the world of 
opera earlier. After studying at the Minneapolis School of Art, Israel moved to New York in 
the mid-1970s, in part, he confided, because “I had friends in New York and friends in 
Minneapolis who were moving to New York. And the rent was cheap, and the spaces were 
big, and so I settled in.”51 In SoHo, Israel met Glass: “I had heard his music, and I went to a 
couple of performances in lofts in New York. We weren’t buddies, but we knew each 
other.”52 In the late 1970s, Israel began a three-year residency at Netherlands Opera as scenic 
designer, during which time he worked on Robert Kurka’s The Good Soldier Schweik, Sergei 
Prokofiev’s Love for Three Oranges, Alban Berg’s Lulu, and Giuseppe Verdi’s Macbeth. 
                                                 
49For a description of this performance, see Brandon Stosuy, Up is Up, But So is Down: New York’s Downtown 
Literary Scene, 1974–1992 (New York: New York University Press, 2006), 29. 
50This performance also included readings from DeJong’s poetry collection The Lucy Amarillo Stories. Modern 
Love was published as a novel in 1978. 
51Robert Israel, interview with the author, 27 December 2013, Los Angeles, CA. 
52Ibid. 
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Israel knew of de Roo’s interest in commissioning new operas, and he recalls telling him, “If 
you’re going to do new operas you should do one of Phil’s.”53 
Many of Glass’s other collaborators in Satyagraha—conductor Bruce Ferden, 
lighting designer Richard Riddell, and director David Pountney—continued their association 
with the composer through the 1990s and 2000s.54 Riddell, together with Shalom Goldman, 
Jerome Robbins, Israel, and Glass, would help to construct the libretto for Akhnaten, and 
Ferden, who conducted the premiere of Satyagraha in the Netherlands, would later conduct 
the European premiere of The Making of the Representative for Planet 8 in the Netherlands 
and the world premiere of The Voyage at the Metropolitan Opera (1992). Israel has 
collaborated with Glass on a number of other operas, including Akhnaten, The Voyage, and 
Spuren der Verirrten (2013), and as of early 2014 was working with Glass and 
choreographer Amir Housseinpour on an as-yet-uncompleted ballet loosely based on Alice in 
Wonderland. Pountney later directed The Voyage and Spuren der Verirrten, and still other 
collaborators, including American expatriate conductor Dennis Russell Davies, have carried 
on a long friendship and working relationship with Glass. Davies has championed Glass’s 
compositions abroad throughout his career. During his tenure at the Baden-Württemberg 
State Opera House in Stuttgart from 1980 to 1987, Davies conducted Achim Freyer’s 
production of Satyagraha in 1981, led the world premiere of Akhnaten in 1984, and mounted 
Glass’s complete “portrait trilogy” in 1990. Davies has also premiered Glass’s Kepler, The 
Perfect American, and Spuren der Verirrten, along with a number of Glass’s symphonies. 
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54In the early stages of planning for Akhnaten, DeJong served as librettist, but later dropped out of the project. 
 72
The practices and aesthetics that Glass developed in the early part of his career have 
continued to influence nearly all of his compositions, and as of early 2014 the composer has 
more than twenty-five operas to his credit. The most influential practice that Glass drew from 
the avant-garde was his commitment to collaborative work, a commitment that has informed 
his non-theatrical pieces as well. Along with this dedication to group work, his earliest 
operas—including Satyagraha—also reveal the imprint of avant-garde aesthetics. 
 
Completing the Work: Semantic Space and the Aesthetics of Spectatorship in 
Satyagraha 
 
Satyagraha’s dramatic structure departs from traditional operatic notions of drama and 
narrative; it lacks a causally-related sequence of actions and reactions that lead to a grand 
climax and dénouement. Instead, it is episodic and, moreover, out of order historically. In 
many ways, Satyagraha represents an extension of Glass’s work first with Mabou Mines and 
later with Robert Wilson in Einstein on the Beach. Yet, as the first minimalist music theater 
piece designed to satisfy, at least nominally, operatic convention, Satyagraha represents a 
blending of two traditions: experimental theater and opera. The process of creating the opera, 
noted Glass, effected a “fundamental reorientation of my thinking about my relation to 
theater.”55 This reorientation, I argue, is most evident in the opera’s hybrid approach to 
constructing meaning, which is reliant on both audience and authors. 
This section considers the relationship between the image, text, and action of 
Satyagraha—three of the four operatic elements (along with movement) that Glass sought to 
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“rebalance” in his early pieces.56 The relation between text and music is only the most 
obviously unorthodox element of Satyagraha; the Sanskrit text remains undecipherable to the 
vast majority of audiences, employed more for its sound than its meaning in a theatrical 
strategy that can be traced back to the ideas of Antonin Artaud. The representation of some 
sort of narrative thus falls to image, or mise-en-scène, and the scenic construction of 
dramatically static, historically misaligned episodes hearkens back to Gertrude Stein, whose 
concept of landscape drama influenced Wilson and, through him, Glass. 
Perhaps the overriding aesthetic that governs Glass’s early operas is what might be 
termed spectatorial completion, whereby the authors design the piece with the assumption 
that the audience will complete the work in their minds.57 In Einstein, Satyagraha, and 
Akhnaten, the historical figures upon whom the operas were based were intended to replace 
the traditional functions of story and character.58 Whereas Einstein revolved around its titular 
figure in a highly abstracted way, Satyagraha and Akhnaten were more attuned to historical 
record and factuality, in what musicologist John Richardson has deemed Glass’s 
archaeological approach.59 Reformulated within an operatic context, in which music plays a 
central role, Glass’s aesthetic of spectactorial completion is reliant on the degree to which 
image, music, text, and movement are constructed so as to not promote a singular, definitive 
meaning, most often identifiable through verbal means (text) and supported by the remaining 
                                                 
56Elena Park and Philip Glass, “The Message in the Music: Interview with Philip Glass,” The Metropolitan 
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three elements. In contrast, the elements would need to maintain a degree of separation, 
creating an interstitial semantic vacuum to be filled by the perceptions of audience members. 
Reflecting on this distance in 1999, Glass commented: 
Now we’re talking about the way music proceeds; the music and image proceeds 
together…when I say image and music…I’m really talking about subject matter. 
Sometimes the image is actually a visual image, sometimes the subject matter is a 
text—it can be a movement. But in any case, we’re talking about subject matter 
which is independent of the language of music itself.60 
 
…that distance between the image and the music is the distance that you travel as a 
spectator—in fact [it] becomes the activity of perception by which the work becomes 
personalized by the viewer. It’s that ability to do that that makes the works appear to 
be meaningful to the viewer.61 
 
In Einstein, this meaning was unique to each spectator, dependent on the associations 
they brought to the opera.62 In his second opera, Glass’s strategy for leaving room for 
spectatorial engagement began with the Sanskrit text, which acts both as a narrative that 
parallels the stage action and, for most Western listeners, as pure sound devoid of meaning. 
Writing in his autobiography, Glass contended, “In this way, without an understandable text 
to contend with, the listener could let the words go altogether. The weight of “meaning” 
would then be thrown onto the music, the designs and the stage action.”63 Glass points to 
earlier precedents in the spoken theater of Mabou Mines, claiming that understanding every 
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word was unnecessary, that language could work in conjunction with image as sound alone 
rather than as meaning.64 
In his monograph on Akhnaten, Richardson cites three primary influences on Glass’s 
theatrical aesthetic: Bertolt Brecht, Kathakali theater, and Antonin Artaud.65 Kathakali’s 
impact is indeed evident in Satyagraha’s costuming and scenic design for the original 
production’s opening scene, and both Glass and DeJong cite Brecht as the initial inspiration 
for the structure of the earliest outlines. The emphasis on text as sound in Satyagraha has 
precedent in the theories of French director and playwright Antonin Artaud (1896–1948), 
whose essays and manifestos proved formative to the mid-century avant-garde. Artaud called 
for the rejection of the primacy of text, decrying the fact that theater had become a literary, 
rather than theatrical, genre, overly reliant on dialogue.66 In its place Artaud proposed a 
theater that prized the mise-en-scène, a theater of images and semantically loaded gestures. 
By bombarding the senses of the spectator—what he called the “Theater of Cruelty”—he 
sought to bypass the conscious mind and its reliance on language, and to lead audience 
members to an instinctive understanding of the art work through image and sound. Sonically, 
the incantational language that Artaud espouses is represented in Glass’s first three operas, 
through numbers, solfège syllables, and non-sensical texts in Einstein, the language of a 
Hindu religious epic in Satyagraha, and ancient Egyptian, Akkadian, and biblical Hebrew in 
Akhnaten.67 According to Richardson, the so-called “Theater of Images” that critic Bonnie 
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Marranca wrote about in the late 1970s—the theater of Robert Wilson, Richard Foreman, and 
Mabou Mines—suggests one manifestation of Artaud’s theories, as their early works used 
striking visual imagery unfettered by verbal semantics, which sometimes left audience 
members baffled.68 
The tableaux-like nature of the scenes, however, suggests another possible influence: 
Gertrude Stein. Her work in creating an alternative to psychological realism proved 
influential across the mid-century avant-gardes, from John Cage to Julian Beck of the Living 
Theater, who claimed that Stein’s plays “would always stand at the head of our work saying 
take the clue from this.”69 Even more pertinently for Glass, avant-garde director Foreman 
(whose theatrical aesthetic is often linked to that of Wilson and Mabou Mines) traced the 
tableaux vivants and extended time in Wilson’s 1969 The Life and Times of Sigmund Freud 
back to Stein, when he wrote in the Village Voice that the play succeeded in articulating “the 
landscape aspect of the drama,” and twentieth-century theatrical lineages frequently position 
Wilson as a disciple of Stein.70 Remarking on the process of creating Satyagraha and his 
approach to treating a theatrical subject, Glass claimed, “In many ways it was an extension of 
how I had worked earlier with the Mabou Mines company and, later, with Bob Wilson.”71 
Thus, through Wilson, in particular, and the theatrical avant-garde, more generally, Glass 
indirectly absorbed some of Stein’s approach to drama. 
                                                 
68Theater historian Arnold Aronson, however, argues otherwise, suggesting that rather than Artaud-inspired 
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Stein’s search for a new form of theater arose from her perception of a disparity of 
tempos between spectators and the action of a play, whereby audience members are 
constantly required to remember what has happened or anticipate what is to come.72 Or, 
more succinctly, the emotional timing of the play and of the audience members are 
misaligned. Stein’s solution was to remove the story from theater, which, in the proce
excised causality, progression, and teleology, and created a theater that “singled out the 
present moment.”
ss, 
if a 
e 
 vivants.75 
                                                
73 She likened her dramatic concept to the experience of viewing a 
landscape, in which viewers are free to take in details however they wished: “I felt that 
play was exactly like a landscape then there would be no difficulty about the emotion of th
person looking on at the play being behind or ahead of the play because the landscape does 
not have to make acquaintance.”74 For Stein, this landscape aesthetic resulted in plays and 
operas that are structured as a seemingly unrelated series of tableaux
Satyagraha, too, appears to proceed as a series of landscapes. Although not devoid of 
narrative as in Stein’s theater, the use of multiple narratives in the opera helps to create a 
similar suspension of time. The static quality of the opera derives in part from the episodic 
nature of the scenes—each of which, Glass noted, is “a tableau rather than a dramatic 
interaction, or action/reaction.”76 The lack of direct correspondence between text and action 
 
72Teresa Requena Pelegri, “Landscapes of Metatheatre: Gertrude Stein’s Anticipation of the Postmodern,” in 
Drama and the Postmodern: Assessing the Limits of Metatheatre, ed. Daniel K. Jernigan (Amherst, NY: 
Cambria Press, 2008), 110–14. 
73Ibid., 112. 
74Gertrude Stein, “Plays,” in Last Opera and Plays, ed. Carl Van Vecthen (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1995), XLVI. 
75In Stein’s most well-known opera, Four Saints in Three Acts, the repetition of both text and music serves as 
another strategy for effecting what Stein called a “continuous present.” 
76Michael Cooper, “An Exclusive Interview with Philip Glass and Constance DeJong,” Ear Magazine 5, no. 3 
(November/December 1979): 5. 
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also contributes to the suspension of dramatic motion. Instead, the two elements present, in 
DeJong’s words, “parallel narratives—one is the practice and one is the theory…It’s 
elegantly simple in that way.”77 Thus, while the text from the Bhagavad Gita presents one of 
the theoretical impetuses for non-violent action, the staging offers snapshots of non-violent 
resistance in practice. The decision to construct parallel narratives between the text and 
staging, writes Israel, “creates a wonderful distance through disassociation that allowed us to 
defuse the issue of absurd theater,” a term which, in Israel’s estimation, serves as a useful 
descriptor for most contemporary operas in which “mid-twentieth century verism [is] 
coupled with a full symphony orchestra.”78 Commenting on the challenges posed in 
designing an opera with such a disconnect between text and action, Israel mused that the lack 
of a libretto 
is different, but it’s liberating. It doesn’t tell a story. Something might happen, but it 
sets a mood or sets a feeling about a situation, like the march to the sea or the 
newspaper that was printed. So, you really have to think in terms of tableaux. There’s 
not a lot of progress that’s involved…There are no exits or entrances that are 
necessitated in a tableaux. It’s more like an oratorio in a way.79 
 
If the text and action offer parallel narratives, then the music presents a third possible 
narrative. As Glass, his collaborators, and critics have often asserted, the composer is 
uninterested in using music as a psychological expression of character. Dennis Russell 
Davies, the foremost interpreter of Glass’s music and a longtime collaborator, mused in a 
2013 interview about Glass’s compositional process for operas: 
He doesn’t really set the words; the words stimulate in him a musical reaction. And so 
there’ll be these scenes where there’s a structure to the music which fits the 
atmosphere of the whole scene…There’s not word painting in this music…It’s 
                                                 
77Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, NY. 
78Robert Israel, “Satyagraha: A Designer’s Perspective,” Ear Magazine 5, no. 6 (June/July 1980): 20. 
79Robert Israel, interview with the author, 27 December 2013, Los Angeles, CA. 
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atmosphere painting. It’s the general background to what’s being said or sung…The 
words stimulate a musical response which sets an atmosphere which he composes. 
And then, to that music, he uses the words and makes a melody, but the melody is not 
necessarily describing the emotion of the words… 
 
What’s involved is a feeling of space, a feeling of extended suspension. If you’re 
waiting for something to happen, it won’t. If you’re just in the moment, and then 
something happens, you have experienced it.80 
 
Davies’s description of Glass’s music as “atmosphere painting” employs distinctly visual, 
and therefore spatial, language, and suggests an equivalency between the sonic and visual 
elements of Glass’s operas. Moreover, his statement concerning how one can best experience 
Glass’s music—by being “in the moment”—recalls Stein’s concept of being in the present, 
while also testifying to the perceived suspension of time created by Glass’s repetitive music. 
Although this suspension in the present allows spectators the opportunity to draw 
their own connections between music, image, and text, Satyagraha is not wholly devoid of 
teleology. Its large-scale dramatic structure suggests a sort of narrative trajectory, as the first 
two acts are arranged so as to position the first instantiations of non-violent protest as the 
finales of the acts, and the over-arching past-present-future temporal form (as embodied by 
Tolstoy, Tagore, and King) creates a unidirectional linearity. Even the music, although 
lacking harmonic tension followed by resolution, implicitly creates directionality through 
changes in texture, timbre, and dynamics. Despite Glass’s insistence that meaning does not 
reside in the music, text, images, or action, but in the spectator, I will argue in the next 
section that the music and action do imply a meaning, one strongly informed by the context 
of the opera’s creation in the 1970s. These quasi-narrative structural elements of authorial 
design complicate Glass’s aesthetic of spectatorial completion, in which the audience 
completes the work. The hybrid nature of Satyagraha, insofar as its meaning is a construct of 
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both audience and authors, illustrates the compromises that avant-garde theater and opera 
would make as they combined in the future, and helps to explain Glass’s 1988 statement in 
which he specifies the opera’s meaning, thus contradicting his earlier assertion concerning 
spectatorial completion: “Satyagraha is meant to address the issues that we all see around us, 
issues of social change, racism and nonviolence. Any audience who reads the papers and 
wakes up in the same world I wake up in will know what that opera’s about. They don’t have 
to study a score to know it.”81 
 
 
Gandhi in America: Satyagraha from the Civil Rights Movement to Occupy Lincoln 
Center 
 
To put it simply, [Gandhi] changed the world of his time and ours as well. In America 
we know this as a fact. Our own civil rights movement, led by Martin Luther King, 
Jr., brought us to the beginnings of a new view of society, the one demanded by our 
own constitution—liberty and justice for all regardless of race, religion or 
gender…Now, for the first time in almost three generations, American citizens have 
taken to the streets again in the name of “Occupy Wall Street”…In responding to the 
general frustration and sadness we feel, these “movements” have taken up once again 
these basic principles of activism and non violence.82 
 
In the chilly night air of 1 December 2011, a crowd of Occupy Wall Street protesters 
gathered on the sidewalk adjacent the Lincoln Center Plaza in New York City, having 
recently been evicted from their two-month-long occupation of Zucotti Park. Inside the 
nearby Metropolitan Opera, the third act was bringing the evening’s offering, Satyagraha, to 
its conclusion. Presided over by the historical figure of Martin Luther King, Jr., Gandhi sang 
the closing lines of the opera. At the same time, in an act that gave physical and sonic 
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expression to his prior statement of support for the Occupy Movement, Philip Glass led the 
demonstrators outside in a recitation of the same words: “When righteousness withers away 
and evil rules the land, we come into being, age after age, and take visible shape, and move, a 
man among men, for the protection of good, thrusting back evil and setting virtue on her seat 
again.”83 The connections between the events inside and outside the opera house were driven 
home by a young man passionately exhorting departing patrons of the nearby Philharmonic 
to cross the police barricades and join in the occupation. “What would Gandhi do?” he 
yelled. “It’s a real life play! The play is your life! The opera is your life! Your life is the 
opera Satyagraha! Satyagraha! Satyagraha!”84 
Nearly thirty years after its premiere across the Atlantic, Satyagraha seemed 
remarkably relevant to its new milieu, translating the concerns of the late 1970s into the mid-
to-late 2000s when the English National Opera and Metropolitan Opera co-produced a 
revival of Glass’s opera. I contend that Satyagraha’s ability to address socio-political 
concerns localized to the time and place of its various productions is a built-in facet of the 
opera, partly the result of the narrative space Glass, DeJong, and Israel left between music, 
text, and image. This final element—image—remains almost infinitely mutable and 
adaptable, more so than many traditional operas, where contemporizing often involves 
cutting against the grain of the libretto and music. I also propose that by placing Martin 
Luther King, Jr. as the future of Gandhi’s ideals in the third act, Satyagraha implicitly 
advances an exceptionalist view of the United States. Contrary to more common notions of 
                                                 
83DeJong and Glass, Satyagraha: M.K. Gandhi in South Africa, 61. 
84For a video recording of Glass’s participation filmed by New Yorker critic Alex Ross, see Alex Ross, “The 
Satyagraha Protest (updated),” Alex Ross: The Rest is Noise, http://www.therestisnoise.com/2011/12/the-
satyagraha-protest.html, accessed 31 January 2014. For a more detailed first-hand account of the event, see Seth 
Colter Walls, “‘Satyagraha’ and Occupy Lincoln Center, Last Night,” The Awl, 2 December 2011, 
http://www.theawl.com/2011/12/at-satyagraha-and-occupy-lincoln-center, accessed 31 January 2014. 
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exceptionalism that prize rugged individualism, however, Satyagraha enacts a version of 
exceptionalism that values community and collective action, both ideals that had begun to 
falter in the United States amid the socio-cultural upheaval in the decade of Satyagraha’s 
creation. 
In the early 1970s, the booming economy that had buoyed the U.S. since World War 
II began to flag, mired by the twin threats of high inflation and high unemployment, and 
exacerbated by the Arab oil embargo brought on by the Six Days’ War in 1973. Americans’ 
faith in government slid downward with the revelations of President Richard Nixon’s 
criminal conduct the prior year, while the broad socio-political coalitions that had pursued 
reforms in the 1960s began to splinter and fragment into discrete social interest groups, 
marking the emergence of the identity politics that informed political movements in the late 
twentieth-century United States. With the fall of Saigon in April 1975 putting an end to the 
increasingly unpopular Vietnam War, sociologist Daniel Bell proclaimed “The End of 
American Exceptionalism,” citing the combination of a declining economy, a decrease in 
equality and cultural diversity, and the death of political partisanship.85 The development of 
Satyagraha in the mid-to-late 1970s, then, coincided with the first sustained critique within 
the U.S. of the exceptionalist ideology, one that grew out of an increasing sense of 
international interdependence and embarrassment over blatant American imperialism.86 
For all the turbulence of the actual 1970s, it was the events of 1968—arguably the beginning 
of the “long” 1970s—which had the greatest effect on the nation’s psyche. In April, Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s assassination outside his Memphis hotel room sparked waves of race riots 
                                                 
85Daniel Bell, “The End of American Exceptionalism,” The Public Interest 41 (Fall 1975): 193–224. 
86Michael Kammen, “The Problem of American Exceptionalism: A Reconsideration,” American Quarterly 45, 
no. 1 (1993): 1–43. 
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in cities across the U.S., and just two months later Robert Kennedy, having just won the 
California Democratic primary and essentially secured his party’s presidential nomination, 
was shot and killed in Los Angeles. Televised riots during the Democratic Party’s national 
convention in August had a profound, demoralizing effect on the collective American 
identity, marking the dissolution of the liberal universalist ideal that had bound disparate 
communities toward common goals in the 1960s.87 
For the creators of Satyagraha, the events of the late 1960s and early 1970s proved 
formative. Reflecting on the political inspiration behind the opera, Israel mused in a recent 
interview: 
That was really a time when all the people who were our age very much felt like we 
could have some effect on government. And everyone was to a greater or lesser 
degree involved politically, unlike today…That period is passed. We didn’t have that 
much effect, but we all—or I—thought we could have some effect. Everybody was 
talking politics; [we were] very concerned about…when were the riots in Chicago at 
the convention?...It just kind of galvanized young people. 
 
I felt that choice [to link Gandhi to King in the third act] was very moving. And that 
couldn’t have happened without young people having been involved in Civil Rights, 
in concern about the war.88 
 
While admitting to a perceived inefficacy on the part of 1970s art and protests, Israel’s 
statement testifies to the profound impact of the Chicago riots on his generation. Ten years 
had passed between the riots and the beginnings of Satyagraha, but the two remained linked 
in his mind. Israel’s recollection also suggests that the riots, rather than tamping down the 
revolutionary spirit of that era’s youth, fortified their resolve to effect some sort of socio-
political change. DeJong, too, testified to the influence that these events exerted on the opera: 
                                                 
87Bruce J. Schulman, The Seventies: The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New York: 
Free Press, 2001), 12. 
88Robert Israel, interview with the author, 27 December 2013, Los Angeles, CA. Israel was indirectly connected 
to the Civil Rights movement in that his wife participated as an activist in Alabama in the 1960s. 
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“When I was in school, the impact of the Civil Rights Movement was huge. And subsequent 
to that, there was great violence…We weren’t politicos of a lot of armchair chattering, but, 
yes, of course, [those events] informed the embrace of the material and undoubtedly 
informed finding it in this mountain of chronological data that is someone’s life.”89 
In response to this socio-political violence, Glass believed that “it was really time to 
think about the man who invented the idea of social change and non-violence.”90 To 
encourage this desired contemplation, Glass struck upon the idea of including a figure from 
Gandhi’s future: “This could only be Martin Luther King, Jr.…no one has used [Gandhi’s 
techniques of nonviolent civil disobedience] more in the spirit in which they were created 
than did King. I thought it important also that the last figure be a man of the West.”91 King’s 
presence in the third act, with the musical, textual, and visual transformations that point 
toward the transference of non-violent resistance from Gandhi to King, testify to the socio-
political context out of which Satyagraha developed. Coupled with the broader incorporation 
of the chorus as a central character of the opera, the inclusion of King allows Satyagraha—
particularly its premiere production—to be read as a cautiously optimistic rebuttal to the 
disheartening American events of the 1970s. More than a mere response to increasing 
violence, Satyagraha serves as a rejoinder to the disintegration of socio-cultural alliances and 
collectives. 
In the premiere production by Glass, DeJong, Israel, and Pountney, the staging of the 
third act displays the transfer of Gandhi’s ideals to Martin Luther King. Jr., while 
                                                 
89Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, NY. 
90“The Message in the Music: Interview with Philip Glass,” The Metropolitan Opera (2008) 
http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/news/interviews/detail.aspx?customid=3431, accessed 31 January 
2014.  
91Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 99. 
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simultaneously highlighting the centrality of community to these ideals.92 As in the opening 
scene, which blends a mythologized past with the opera’s present in the late nineteenth 
century, the final act blurs the temporal boundaries between the 1913 Newcastle March in 
South Africa and the mid-1960s Civil Rights marches in the United States. The act begins in 
darkness as the chorus sings wordlessly offstage. As the stage lights begin to come up at reh. 
5, King is barely visible atop the truncated pyramid (located upstage-center) that held Tolstoy 
and Tagore in the previous acts. Standing at a podium filled with microphones, King 
pantomimes the act of speech-giving with his back to the audience. Gandhi’s wife, Nasturbai, 
and his co-worker Mrs. Naidoo kneel and pray as they begin their duet at reh. 6, while 
Gandhi sits in front of them with his back to the audience. Over the course of their duet, 
members of the satyagraha army begin to join them downstage-right. With the first short 
orchestral interlude at reh. 16, the characters rise and march to stage left while Nasturbai and 
Mrs. Naidoo, joined by the remaining four principal characters (Gandhi, Kallenbach, Parsi 
Rustomji, and Miss Schlesen), move upstage to begin the sextet at reh. 21. While the 
principals sing, members of the chorus strike violent poses as they cross the stage. They 
gradually move upstage, leaving Gandhi alone downstage-center by the second orchestral 
interlude at reh. 32. As the chorus finally begins singing at reh. 38, they and the soloists 
begin marching slowly downstage, pantomiming the acts of being struck and falling before 
returning upstage to cycle forward again. With the vocal addition of the principals at reh. 43, 
more chorus members enter, and the characters on stage begin to separate into South 
Africans (upstage-right) and Indians (downstage-left). By reh. 50, all have joined together in 
                                                 
92This description of the staging synthesizes my staging notes from a 1989 archival videorecording held at the 
San Francisco Opera and the original scenario description in DeJong and Glass, Satyagraha: M.K. Gandhi in 
South Africa, 60–61. The revival of Satyagraha in 1989 changed some details of staging; in the video, for 
instance, the Alabama state police no longer remove choristers from the stage. Thus, while likely not wholly 
accurate as to the staging at the premiere, it nevertheless offers a close approximation. 
 86
a march across the stage. In a staging decision designed to directly reference the Civil Rights 
marches, police dressed as Alabama state troopers enter and begin removing the satyagrahi as 
they march, eventually leaving the soloists alone on the stage by reh. 57. During the first 
portion of Gandhi’s closing solo, his comrades begin to fall down one by one, until by reh. 
66, King himself begins to fall down slowly in an act that references both his and Gandhi’s 
future assassinations.93 As Gandhi sings his final lines, he comforts his fallen comrades 
scattered across the stage, until at last, in the closing moments of the opera, the satyagraha 
army appears in the starry night sky behind King, thus visually transferring the idea of non-
violent civil disobedience across time and space. 
The transformation presented by the staging is paralleled in both the text and the 
music. The final text that Gandhi sings (a portion of which was chanted by Glass and the 
Occupy Wall Street protesters in 2011) references the idea of reincarnation, while the visual 
elements of the opera explicitly link Gandhi and King: “we come into being, age after age, 
and take visible shape, and move, a man among men, for the protection of good.” Musically, 
Act III of Satyagraha remains one of the lengthiest continuous movements that Glass has 
composed in his long career. Whereas the six preceding scenes in Satyagraha take place over 
two acts and last approximately one hour and forty minutes, the final act offers just one scene 
that plays out in just over an hour. To create a sense of large-scale cohesion, Glass creates an 
arch-like structure with sections separated by orchestral interludes, with a clear dynamic and 
textural peak in reh. 43–47, the midpoint of the act (see Table 2.5). 
 
                                                 
93According to Glass, the addition of King’s assassination was added when the production came to New York in 
1981, but DeJong seemed to recall it being included in the Netherlands premiere. Glass, Music by Philip Glass, 
100; Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, NY. 
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Table 2.5: Satyagraha Act III musical structure. 
 
Reh. # Performing forces Texture Pitch scheme 
1–4 
(intro) 
SATB chorus; fl, cl, 
bcl, bn 
Homophonic chorus and winds, 
pulsed eighth-notes 
Bass pattern: F–E–D–E 
5 Vn 1 & 2 Ascending “transition” arpeggios 
(F–A#–C–D#) 
 
6–15 Kasturbai and Naidoo, 
vn 1 & 2; later org 
Vocal duet in fifths (w/ neighbor-
tones); arpeggios in instruments 
(Implied) bass pattern: F–E; 
gradual reduction in meter 
16–19 
(Interlude 
#1) 
Cl, bn, org, vn 1 & 2, 
va, vc; later fl 
Ascending-descending scales over 
P4 (C–F, then B–E) colored by 
neighbor tones (G#, then A) 
Phrygian scale built on C; 
Major (Ionian) scale on B; 
bass pattern: C–B–(A)–B 
20 Vn 1 & 2, later va Ascending “transition” arpeggios  
21–30 Vocal sextet; vn 1 & 2, 
va 
Homophonic voices; arpeggios in 
instruments 
(Implied) bass pattern: F–E; 
gradual reduction in meter 
31–37 
(Interlude 
#2) 
Cl, bn, org, vn 1 & 2, 
va, vc; later fl 
Ascending-descending scales over 
P4 (C–F, then B–E) colored by 
neighbor tones (G#, then A) 
Phrygian scale on C; Major 
scale on B; bass pattern: C–B–
(A)–B; scalar reh. sections 
alternate with arpegg. sections 
38–42 SATB chorus; fl, ob, 
cl, bn 
Homophonic; eighth-note pulses in 
winds 
Similar to introduction 
43–47 SATB chorus, vocal 
sextet, full orchestra 
Homophonic pulsed eighths in 
chorus, fl, ob, cl, bn; long tones in 
sextet and org (right-hand); 
arpeggios in bcl, org (left-hand), 
va, vc 
Harmonic sequence: f–b#–E–
adim–E; ff dynamic; gradual 
metric/rhythmic reduction 
48–49 Kasturbia and Naidoo; 
vn, va, vc, organ 
Vocal duet in fifths (w/ neighbor-
tones); arpeggios in instruments 
(Implied) bass pattern: F–E 
50–56 
(Interlude 
#3) 
Cl, bn, org, vn 1 & 2, 
va, vc; later fl 
Ascending-descending scales over 
P4 (C–F, then B–E) colored by 
neighbor tones (G#, then A) 
Phrygian scale on C; Major 
scale on B; bass pattern: C–B–
(A)–B; scalar reh. sections 
alternate with arpegg. sections 
57 Vn 1 & 2 Ascending “transition” arpeggios  
58–65 Gandhi, vn 1 & 2 disjunct melody in voice (F–↑D#–
↓E–↑C; F–↑E#–↓E–↑D; etc.); 
arpeggios in strings 
(Implied) bass pattern: F–E; 
gradual reduction in meter 
66–71 
(Interlude 
#4) 
Cl, bn, org, vn 1 & 2, 
va, vc; later fl 
Ascending-descending scales over 
P4 (C–F, then B–E) colored by 
neighbor tones (G#, then A) 
Phrygian scale on C; Major 
scale on B; Bass pattern: C–B–
(A)–B; scalar reh. sections 
alternate with arpegg. sections 
72–77 Fl, cl, vn 1 & 2, va, vc Extended “transition” arpeggios; fl 
& cl harmonize in sixths 
Metric/rhythmic reduction to 
arpeggiated dyads (in thirds); 
bass pattern from reh. 76 on: C–
D–E 
78–87 Gandhi, org, vn 1 & 2, 
va, vc; later ob, cl (reh. 
79); bcl, db (81); fl 
(reh. 83); bn (reh. 85) 
Voice: ascending Phrygian scale on 
E; instruments: dyad arpeggios 
Instruments alone in reh. 79, 
81, 83, 85; bass pattern from 
reh. 81 on: F–↑B–↑C–↓E 
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As in the opera’s other scenes, Glass employs a chaconne, albeit one that adheres to 
its implied harmonic progression (f to E) somewhat loosely, with digressions into 
chromatically-related harmonies and an eventual transformation into a semi-functional 
sequence of chords built on a Phrygian scale. As in many of Glass’s pieces, the music resists 
analysis in terms of purely functional tonal progressions. Instead, the compositional logic of 
the act’s primary harmonic movement lies in its parsimonious voice-leading of chords built 
on the Phrygian and major (Ionian) modes, and the chords’ transformations into each other 
parallel the implied inheritance of Gandhian ideals by the future King. 
Act III begins, like Act I, with a f chord, but here the texture is primarily homophonic 
and already full, with divisi off-stage chorus and winds sustaining a steady eighth-note pulse 
that obfuscates a clear sense of meter. Viewed tonally, the harmony appears to shift 
momentarily in m. 2 to a D#6 before moving back through f to E in m. 3 (Music Example 
2.2). Approached through the lens of Neo-Riemannian theory, which analyzes harmonic 
transformations largely through pitch proximity in voice-leading, the logic of the chaconne’s 
harmonic sequence becomes evident.94 A shift of a single semitone (from C to D#; an L 
transformation) leads from f to D#, whereas two semitone shifts downward (assuming the 
enharmonic equivalence of A# and G) leads to E (a SLIDE transformation, which preserves 
the third of a triad while changing its mode), before returning to f with the repeat. The 
                                                 
94The SLIDE transformation (a term coined by music theorist David Lewin) is written out in full to avoid 
confusion with the S (subdominant) transformation. On SLIDE transformations, see David Lewin, Generalized 
Musical Intervals and Transformations, reprint ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 178; David 
Kopp, Chromatic Transformations in Nineteenth-Century Music (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2002), 175. Neo-Riemannian theory proves particularly useful for approaching non-functional (essentially) 
triadic harmonies; Timothy Johnson utilizes it extensively in analyzing John Adams’s Nixon in China. See 
Timothy Johnson, John Adams’s Nixon in China: Musical Analysis, Historical and Political Perspective 
(Burlington, VA: Ashgate, 2011). For a useful introduction to neo-Riemannian Theory, see Richard Cohn, 
“Introduction to Neo-Riemannian Theory: A Survey and a Historical Perspective,” Journal of Music Theory 42 
(1998): 167–80; and, more recently, Edward Gollin and Alexander Rehding, eds., The Oxford Handbook of 
Neo-Riemannian Music Theories (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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alternation between f and E continues throughout Kasturbai’s and Mrs. Naidoo’s duet (Music 
Example 2.3), until the first orchestral interlude brings the modal nature of the chords to the 
fore with unambiguous ascending and descending Phrygian scales built on C and major 
scales built on B. These modes, then, form the palette from which Glass creates the act’s 
harmonic coloring. 
Music Example 2.2: Satyagraha Act III harmonic reduction, Reh. 1–4. 
 
 
Music Example 2.3: Satyagraha Act III, Reh. 6, mm. 1–3. 
 
 
 
The alternation between Phrygian and major modes continues to structure the act’s 
sequence of harmonies through the final orchestral interlude (reh. 66–71), after which point, 
in an extended version of the ascending “transition” arpeggios that precede most of the 
previous sections, the chromaticism of the preceding music vanishes, the music settles into a 
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consistent 3/4  meter (at least while Gandhi sings) and mode, and the repeating bass pattern 
changes. Above a rising C–D–E bass line (F–B–C–E after reh. 81) and repetitive arpeggiated 
dyads, Gandhi sings a rising Phrygian scale from E to E thirty times. This ascending modal 
scale provides a temporal bridge to Act I, Scene 2, where the same scale is heard in the flute; 
conceptually, it links Krishna, often depicted in Hindu mythology as holding or playing a 
flute, with Gandhi.95 Glass’s vocal setting of the Phrygian scale within the triple meter, 
however, complicates a clear sense of the mode, as the four-bar bass pattern suggests that the 
E functions as a leading tone to an ascending Lydian scale on F whose downbeat aligns with 
the start of the bass sequence. The transition to a F–B–C–E bass pattern in reh. 81 only 
strengthens the sense of F as some sort of tonic center (Music Example 2.4). Analyzing the 
closing mode as Phrygian, however, suggests a satisfying sense of closure, at least of a 
cyclical kind: the Phrygian mode on E from the beginning of the act has replaced the 
Phrygian mode on F, thus effecting a harmonic transformation of f into F and E into e. As 
Gandhi sustains his final E, the opera concludes on a C–E dyad. 
Music Example 2.4: Satyagraha Act III reduction, Reh. 78, mm. 1–4; Reh. 82, mm. 1–4. 
 
 
 
                                                 
95On the connection between the Phrygian scale and the Hindustani Bhairavi raga, see Veena Varghese, 
“Becoming the Charioteer: Gandhi in Philip Glass’s Satyagraha,” Nota Bene: Canadian Undergraduate 
Journal of Musicology 1, no. 1 (2008): 102–4. 
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If the presence of King provides an explicit link between Gandhi and America and 
implicitly situates the U.S. as the future of Gandhi’s ideals, then the centrality of the chorus 
is what distinguishes Satyagraha’s exceptionalist conception of the U.S. from conventional 
understandings of exceptionalism that emphasize the individual. Reflecting on this fact, 
DeJong noted: 
If you have a political movement, you have to have people. A real central character to 
Satyagraha is the chorus. They’re not there supporting the soloists, which is a very 
unusual feature of an opera. They have those big scenes, the most dramatic scenes, 
actually, in the first and second act. They function as a character. The dimension that 
brings to the opera musically is huge.96 
 
As if to emphasize the importance of collective action, Glass positions the chorus at the 
musical center of the final act, and the chorus, appearing in the night sky behind King at the 
opera’s conclusion, becomes the visual manifestation of the transferred idea of non-violent 
resistance. Although less prominent in discourses of American exceptionalism, the seemingly 
antithetical ideologies of universalism and exceptionalism have coexisted and co-constructed 
each other in American literature and culture since the nation’s formation, and in Satyagraha 
the re-birth of Gandhi’s ideals in the U.S. creates a trans-cultural, trans-historical bond of 
solidarity.97 As a musico-theatrical response to the events of the 1970s, Satyagraha can also 
be read as linking American imperialism in Vietnam to British and Dutch imperialism in 
South Africa, thus offering simultaneously a critique and reaffirmation of exceptionalism. 
                                                 
96Constance DeJong, interview with the author, 23 January 2014, New York, NY. 
97See, for example, Emily García, “‘The cause of America is in great measure the cause of all mankind’: 
American Universalism and Exceptionalism in the Early Republic,” in American Exceptionalisms: From 
Winthrop to Winfrey, eds. Sylvia Söderlind and James Taylor Carson (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 2011), 51–70. Here, García draws on the work of Edward Larkin and Ezra Tawil. See Edward Larkin, 
“The Cosmopolitan Revolution: Loyalism and the Fiction of an American Nation,” Novel 40: no.1–2 (2006): 
52–76; Ezra Tawil, “‘New Forms of Sublimity’: ‘Edgar Huntly’ and the European Origins of American 
Exceptionalism,” Novel 40: no.1–2 (2006): 104–24. 
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When the opera was re-imagined for the English National Opera and Metropolitan 
Opera in 2008, the chorus played an arguably less symbolic role than in the original 
production.98 Although the members of the chorus do appear in the sky during the final 
moments of the opera (prior, however, to Gandhi’s final iterations of the ascending Phrygian 
scale), over the course of the third act they are, as I describe in more detail below, separated 
from Gandhi and the principal soloists. The underlying theme that pointed toward the 
importance of collective action nevertheless remains, however: along with the chorus, the 
twelve crew members of the British theater company Improbable share the symbolic mantle 
worn in the initial production by the chorus. 
The scenic and dramaturgical choices in the new millennium’s Satyagraha reflect the 
socio-political climate of the mid-2000s, when the United States and its allies, including 
England, had become embroiled militarily in both Afghanistan and Iraq, and, a few years 
later, the world economy began sliding into recession. In 2004, ENO contacted Phelim 
McDermott and Julian Crouch—artistic directors of Improbable—about directing one of 
Glass’s operas. McDermott met with Glass the following year, after which he began looking 
into Satyagraha. Both were familiar with each others’ work; McDermott had compiled a 
soundtrack of Glass pieces for his first post-college theater piece, Cupboard Man, and Glass 
had seen Crouch’s and McDermott’s production of Shockheaded Peter in 1999 in New York. 
Remarking upon his immediate familiarity with their approach to theater, Glass explained, 
“It’s a certain kind of theater that I had grown up with. It’s a contemporary version of people 
                                                 
98The 1981 Stuttgart production was targeted toward specifically German concerns. For analyses of director 
Achim Freyer’s dramaturgical and visual decisions, see Altmann, Eine Studie zur Oper Satyagraha von Philip 
Glass, 325–434; Michael Lommel, “Satyagraha als Ritus und Appell: Gandhi und die Bhagadvadgita in Philip 
Glass’ Oper Satyagraha und Ihrer Deutschen Erstaufführung in der Inszenierung durch Achim Freyer,” in 
Weine, Weine, du Armes Volk: Das Verführte und Betrogene Volk auf der Bühne: Gesammelte Vorträge des 
Salzburger Symposions 1994, ed. Peter Csobádi (Anif: Müller-Speiser, 1995), 201–22. 
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like Richard Foreman or Meredith Monk—my generation.”99 McDermott’s eventual decision 
to revive the opera was due, in part, to what he saw as the relevance of the subject to 
contemporary events.100 
The move to revive Satyagraha was aided by the installation of Peter Gelb as the new 
general manager of the Met in 2006. As one of his first strategic changes designed to reverse 
the aging and declining attendance of the Met’s audiences, Gelb chose to co-produce the new 
production of Satyagraha. His push to bring younger spectators to the opera house was 
neatly captured in the Met’s successful 2008 marketing campaign—begun as an act of 
necessity—which emphasized the opera’s timeliness in a pitch that targeted youthful 
idealism.101 In neon, boldface type atop a black-and-white image of Gandhi, posters around 
Brooklyn, the Lower East Side, and the New York public transit system asked a series of 
questions: Could an opera make us stand up for truth? Could an opera put virtue back on its 
feet? Could an opera make us warriors for peace? Could an opera triumph where war never 
has? 
As they began designing the new production in 2006, Crouch recalled sensing some 
socio-economic dissonance between the opera’s subject matter and its genre: “We thought it 
was quite a culture clash, in a way—Gandhi as an opera. Opera is a fairly opulent form, and 
Gandhi is someone we associate with poverty. So we tried to think of something we could 
                                                 
99David Cote, “Puppet Regime,” Opera News 72, no. 10 (April 2008), http://www.operanews.com/operanews/ 
issue/article.aspx?id=4792&issueID=250, accessed 15 January 2014. 
100Karen Fricker, “Philip Glass’s Satyagraha,” The Metropolitan Opera (2007–08), 
http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/news/features/detail.aspx?customid=18170, accessed 15 January 
2014. 
101On the Met’s unconventional marketing strategy, see Ben Rosen, “The Metropolitan Opera—Turnaround 
Case Study,” Huffington Post, 18 June 2008, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ben-rosen/the-metropolitan-
opera_b_107924.html; see also Patrick Cole, “Selling Gandhi, Glass: ‘Satyagraha’ Uses Posters, Yoga 
Teachers,” Bloomberg.com, 16 April 2008, http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/ 
news?pid=newsarchive&sid=ajh6SninPNO0, accessed 31 December 2013. 
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use on a grand scale but that wouldn’t look decadent.”102 Inspired by historical photos of 
Gandhi, Crouch (who would subsequently design the ENO–Met production of Adams’s 
Doctor Atomic) and McDermott elected to construct the visual design around basic materials 
such as corrugated metal and newspaper. The last element, in particular, proved crucial in 
several scenes, as Crouch created fantastical papier-maché puppets to bring a sense of 
spectacle to the opera, as well as acknowledge his theatrical lineage. Speaking of the slightly 
grotesque, misshapen Act II, scene 1 giant puppets, Crouch noted, “I was thinking a bit of 
German expressionism, but also of my own roots theatrically, with a company, Welfare State 
International, which was like Bread and Puppet here. They’d put big puppets on the streets in 
protest of Vietnam, and I wanted to pay tribute to them.”103 Although Crouch credits Gandhi 
as the inspiration to make extensive use of newspaper by transforming it into various props, 
his company, Improbable, has a long history of that same technique of transforming 
newspapers onstage into makeshift puppets.104 
This transformation from basic material to visual spectacle is undertaken by 
Improbable’s twelve-person Skills Ensemble, which assumes a central if understated role in 
the 2007–08 revival. Garbed in muted, earthy, soiled-looking (possibly anachronistic) 
costumes the signify a distinctly lower socio-economic caste, the Ensemble presents a 
striking visual contrast to the chorus, arrayed in clean, white traditional garments. Despite the 
poverty of their appearance, however, the Ensemble is responsible for creating the opera’s 
most striking images. Throughout the entirety of Satyagraha they remain a continuous but 
                                                 
102Cote, “Puppet Regime.” 
103Rebecca Milzoff, “The Glass Menagerie: Phelim McDermott and Julian Crouch,” New York Magazine, 13 
April 2008, http://nymag.com/arts/classicaldance/classical/profiles/32533/, accessed 15 January 2014. 
104Improbable’s first critically successful production, 70 Hill Lane (1996), used newspaper and adhesive tape. 
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silent presence, creating and manipulating the huge puppets in view of the audience, 
changing the sets from one scene to the next, and, at the beginning of each act, assuming the 
roles of Tolstoy, Tagore, and King. Their presence, while necessary from a practical 
perspective, foregrounds the theatricality of the opera and, in a Brechtian sense, the 
constructedness of the event. They are the cogs in the operatic machine, in full view of the 
audience. 
In the final act, the vocal silence of the orchestral interludes is used to foreground the 
actions of the Ensemble. As the last act begins, the stagehands are seated around the 
periphery of the semi-circular corrugated iron wall that serves as the backdrop for the opera. 
While the orchestra plays the first interlude, the Ensemble, moving at a pace that is 
Wilsonian in its slowness—begins stringing long strands of translucent tape across the stage, 
creating two wavering barriers. During the second interlude, the stagehands remain in the 
upper-third of stage. A tall black man—attired, notes Glass, “like a stevedore from 
Johannesburg”—is dressed up by his fellow Ensemble members as King before climbing a 
ladder to a center-stage platform. As the chorus enters and begins singing in reh. 38, a 
montage of archival footage from the Civil Rights Movement, highlighting the change in 
media from Gandhi’s time to King’s time, is projected onto the newspaper-covered windows 
that break the surface monotony of the corrugated iron set. With the addition of the sextet 
and remaining orchestral instruments in reh. 43, the projected footage abruptly transitions 
into silhouetted violence, as baton-wielding figures appear to strike and kick non-violent 
protesters behind the newspaper windows. Eventually, four Ensemble members clad in police 
riot gear slowly cut through the two largest openings, rappel down ropes, and cross through 
the cellotape barriers to begin leading the principal soloists off the stage. In the penultimate 
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interlude, the remaining seven stagehands return to the stage and begin transforming the 
cellotape into a giant, stick-like figure that slowly ascends, with its handler, into the rafters. 
With the final interlude, the rear wall of the set splits open to reveal a large, cloud-filled, 
panoramic sky. As Gandhi begins singing his ascending scales, the eleven stagehands crawl 
onto the stage from sewer-like openings in the set walls and sit on the ground, disciple-like, 
attending Gandhi’s final words. 
Crouch and McDermott have explicitly acknowledged the centrality of the Skills 
Ensemble to their production, and the symbolic role that they play. Commenting in 2008, 
Crouch stated, “Gandhi’s leadership was obviously massively important, but what he 
achieved was done through people power. With our newspaper puppets, you see people 
handling the material, making creatures out of it. We wanted to create transformations using 
people rather than big stage machinery.”105 Crouch’s interpretation of Gandhi’s significance 
echoes DeJong’s assessment, emphasizes again the importance of collective action in any 
political movement. 
When Satyagraha returned to the Met in 2011, the national and global changes since 
2008 afforded the opera even greater contemporary resonance. Growing social and economic 
inequality both in the United States and abroad, exacerbated by the 2008 recession and 
highlighted by the subsequent economic recovery, served as a catalyst for the most 
significant protest movement in the United States since the Civil Rights and anti-war protests 
of the 1960s: the Occupy Wall Street movement.106 Contextualized within broader pressing 
social concerns over rising inequality and political disenfranchisement, the reimagining of 
                                                 
105David Cote, “Puppet Regime.” 
106On the use of nonviolent tactics within the Occupy movement, see Emily Welty, “The Art of Nonviolence: 
The Adaptations and Improvisations of Occupy Wall Street,” in Occupying Political Science: The Occupy Wall 
Street Movement from New York to the World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 89–116. 
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the voiceless, lower-caste stagehands—the embodied means of production—as the symbol of 
satyagraha’s power becomes a striking expression of the production’s socio-historical milieu. 
* * * 
Satyagraha demonstrated in the early 1980s that an unconventional opera could meet 
with popular approval, and set the stage for future minimalist operas. In his autobiography, 
John Adams acknowledged, “there’s no doubt that some of what Philip did in [Satyagraha] 
influenced Nixon in China,” and David Gockley, referencing the influence of Glass’s 
Einstein, Satyagraha, and Akhnaten on subsequent American operas, mused that “Adams 
could not have done what he did, in the same way, without what came before.”107 While 
aspects of its meaning are embedded in the work itself, part of Satyagraha’s continued 
popular appeal is indebted to the room that it leaves for spectatorial completion, as well as its 
contemplative music and ability to be brought into the present in the last act through the 
inclusion of “contemporary” police officers. Due to its parallel narratives, it is not, like 
Einstein, wholly dependent on spectators in constructing meaning, and that may be one 
ingredient of its success. The degree to which it balances these two extremes—spectatorial 
completion and authorial intention—marks it as a hybrid work dually informed by opera and 
avant-garde theater. This hybridity manifests in other ways as well. Timothy Plocher has 
argued that rather than being, like Einstein, an opera designed as a performance, Satyagraha 
is an opera designed as a fungible commodity, able to exist independently of its creators.108 It 
marks for Glass a turn toward an identity as a composer—or, to use a more loaded term that 
the theatrical avant-garde resisted, an author—rather than predominantly as a performer. 
                                                 
107John Adams, “John Adams Reflects on His Career,” in The John Adams Reader: Essential Writings on an 
American Composer, ed. Thomas May (Pompton Plains, NJ: Amadeus Press, 2006), 14; David Gockley, 
interview with the author, 30 June 2012, San Francisco, CA. 
108Plocher, “Presenting the New,” 312. 
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Its preoccupation with temporal structuring and narrative—whether to get rid of the 
latter entirely or create multiple narratives that run parallel to each other—introduces 
dramaturgical considerations that other minimalist composers would also confront in the 
future. In his opera Appomattox, Glass would again fragment temporality, with scenic flash-
forwards in time from the Civil War to the Civil Rights marches of 1965, and Adams in 
Doctor Atomic sets geographically disparate events simultaneously. In this dissertation’s next 
case study, questions of narrative bear not only on the form of the opera, but also on its 
content. The Cave is, in a sense, about how people create conflicting narratives from the 
same source material, and while Reich and Korot as authors assemble a musical and visual 
collage of narrative fragments in order to raise broader socio-political questions, the audience 
is left with a similar freedom to complete the narrative on their own. 
Asked in a 2011 interview if he had any hopes that the opera could effect any real 
change, Glass replied, “Let’s put it this way: I’m skeptical. Even when I wrote Satyagraha in 
1978–79, I was skeptical, but I thought I had to write it anyway because the world was in 
such turmoil—little did I know what was coming. It’s far worse today. But then it seemed so 
bad that I thought that we should at least have a dialogue about nonviolence. All I wanted to 
do was start a conversation.”109 This questioning of art’s socio-political efficacy carries over 
into The Cave as well, as Reich and Korot, like Glass, DeJong, and Israel, turn to America as 
a means of exploring a global historical event. 
 
109“Unbending Intent, An Interview with Philip Glass,” Tricycle: The Buddhist Review, 
http://www.tricycle.com/magazine/special-section/satyagraha-special-section-unbending-intent-interview-
philip-glass, accessed 20 January 2014. 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3. THE CAVE: THEATER OF TESTIMONY AND TECHNOLOGY 
 
 
As the sun began setting over the Gaza Strip on 8 December 1987, an Israeli military vehicle 
collided with a line of cars carrying Palestinians returning from work in Tel Aviv, crushing 
four workers to death and injuring seven more. After a summer of increasing tensions and 
intermittent violence between Palestinians and Israelis, the collision triggered a wave of 
Palestinian demonstrations and protests against Israeli occupation, quickly spreading from 
Palestinian refugee camps in Gaza to villages and towns throughout the West Bank. These 
protests—sometimes peaceful, sometimes violent—eventually transformed into a sustained, 
six-year struggle that thrust the Palestinian-Israeli conflict into the international spotlight.  
Against this global backdrop, Jewish American composer Steve Reich and video 
artist Beryl Korot, who are married, created The Cave, a work that explores the common 
roots of the three major Abrahamic faiths. The title derives from the Cave of the Patriarchs in 
Hebron, where Abraham and his family are purportedly buried, and which is the only 
location where Jews and Muslims worship in the same spot, albeit at different times. The 
Cave’s connection to opera is tenuous—its mode of presentation is primarily narrative rather 
than mimetic, and its visual elements derive from interview footage projected onto five large 
video screens. Yet The Cave was composed specifically in response to the operatic tradition; 
it represents what Reich and Korot thought opera could—indeed, should—be in an 
increasingly mediatized and technological age. As Korot noted in a 2010 interview, “Steve 
had been asked to write operas and in the 1980s contemporaries of his were doing just that, 
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Philip Glass, John Adams. And they were working with historical and contemporary subject 
matter. Robert Wilson, of course, as well. This was our response to those works, but wanting 
to use more contemporary tools that we were immersed in to make the work.”1 As such, 
although Reich and Korot developed their own designation for the piece—a “documentary 
music video theater work”—it is most effectively contextualized and understood as opera. 
Indeed, Reich’s attempt to revolutionize opera, a genre frequently touted as the apogee of the 
Western high-art tradition, serves as a reflection his career trajectory, which moved from 
outside mainstream Western classical music, where popular art, technology, and avant-garde 
aesthetics acted as catalyzing forces, to become a mainstay of late twentieth-century histories 
of the Western musical tradition. 
This chapter details the long development of The Cave, which originated in 1980 with 
Reich’s idea for combining documentary video and music in a theatrical context, crystallized 
in the mid-1980s with his and Korot’s choice of subject matter, and concluded in 1993 with 
the opera’s premiere.2 The story of its creation prompts a reconsideration of its place in the 
composer’s oeuvre. I argue that The Cave is central to Reich’s compositions of the 1980s and 
1990s, as many of his other pieces from this period utilize themes and ideas originally 
developed for The Cave. The history of The Cave also reveals the highly collaborative nature 
of the project. If this chapter at times seems to suggest otherwise, this is only because it leans 
heavily on Reich’s archival materials in its construction of The Cave’s development.  
The Cave also raises broader issues about confluences of art, politics, technology, and 
theater. It throws into question Reich’s approach toward art and politics, and the 
                                                 
1Evelin Stermitz, “Text/Weave/Line—Video: An Interview with Beryl Korot,” Rhizome, 30 June 2010, 
http://rhizome.org/discuss/view/46468 (accessed 18 August 2013). 
2Although revisions were made to The Cave following its initial run of performances, they will not be discussed 
here, since my primary focus is on the development and first production of The Cave. 
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development of the opera reveals how its creators negotiated the politically sensitive nature 
of the work’s subject. Despite Reich’s professed avoidance of mixing politics and art, The 
Cave is inherently political, not unlike his early career pieces from his time in the San 
Francisco avant-garde. Drawing on early synopses and sketches of The Cave, I argue that 
despite its purported neutrality, The Cave advances an Americanized vision of Arab-Israeli 
harmony. 
Just as The Cave looks back to the politicization of art from Reich’s time in San 
Francisco, it also returns and expands upon techniques developed in his early tape works. 
Reich incorporates digital sampling technology in The Cave, using it to create the generative 
musical content of the piece. For Korot, The Cave also marks a return to her earlier work 
with multi-channel video installations. Drawing as it does on videotaped interviews for its 
visual and musical content, The Cave encapsulates a significant shift in the history of 
documentary or verbatim spoken theater, both in the understanding of what constitutes a 
document—in this case, the inherently subjective statements of interviewees—and in how 
those documents are employed within a theatrical context. 
 
Collaborating on The Cave: Chronology and Synopsis 
The Cave occupies a pivotal position in Reich’s diverse oeuvre. Owing to its long 
gestation—well over a decade—many of Reich’s compositions from the 1980s and 1990s 
maintain close thematic or compositional ties to The Cave, allowing them to be viewed as 
preparatory pieces for or logical progressions from his theater work. Most importantly, the 
history of The Cave—as documented through Reich’s archival papers and interviews with 
members of the creative team—reveals Reich’s continued fascination with technology and 
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documentary material, marks a renewed engagement with political subject matter, and 
testifies to an intensely collaborative process of creation between Korot and Reich. 
Table 3.1: The Cave, Act I, order of narrative and interview sections. 
 
Text source Performing forces 
Genesis XVI: 1–12  instruments (percussion & typing) 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Abraham?” I  spoken by interviewee 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Abraham?” II  spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Genesis XI:27 and Midrash Rabbah  singers and instruments 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Abraham?” IIIa  spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Genesis XII:1  singers and instruments 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Abraham?” IIIb  spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Genesis XII:5, XIII:14–18, XV:1–5, and XVI:1 singers and instruments 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Sarah?” spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Genesis XVI:2–4  handwritten on video screens 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Hagar?” I  spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Genesis XVI:5–6  handwritten on video screens 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Hagar?” II  spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Genesis XVI:7–12  typed on computers 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Ishmael?”  spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Genesis XVIII:1–2, 9–14, XXI:1–3  singers and instruments 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Isaac?” I  spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Genesis XXI: 8–20  singers and instruments 
Israeli Responses to “Who is Isaac?” II  spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Genesis XXIII  text alone on videos, plus interviewee voice over 
Discussion of Machpelah I spoken by interviewees, doubled by instruments 
Discussion of Machpelah II spoken by interviewees 
Genesis XXV:7–10 chanted by interviewee, with instrumental drone 
None A minor drone (video footage of Cave interior) 
 
Organized in three acts, The Cave tells the story of the Biblical patriarch Abraham, 
his wife Sarah and her handmaid Hagar, and his sons Ishmael (from Hagar) and Isaac (from 
Sarah). Their story is recounted using texts drawn from the Book of Genesis and the Koran, 
as well as accounts found in the Jewish Midrash and Islamic Hadith commentaries. Through 
various combinations of four singers and thirteen instrumentalists, these texts are sung and/or 
projected onto five large video screens. Interwoven through these Abrahamic narratives are 
sections of audiovisual fragments from interviews with Israeli Jews (Act I), Palestinian 
Muslims (Act II), and Americans (Act III), who comment on Abraham and his family (see, 
for example, the structure of Act I in Table 3.1). These excerpts form both the musical and 
 103
visual basis for the entire work. Instruments frequently double or harmonize the 
interviewees’ speech melodies while footage of the interviewees is projected onto large 
screens, and the harmonies derived from the speech samples inform the harmonic movement 
of the non-interview sections. Visually, details from the interview footage are abstracted onto 
various screens to create a sort of mise-en-scène for each interviewee. 
The origin of The Cave dates to 17 June 1980, when Reich lay in a hospital 
recovering from surgery on his right shoulder (see Table 3.2 for a timeline of The Cave’s 
creation). During his convalescence, British author and minimalist composer Michael Nyman 
visited him, and Reich recalls talking with Nyman about “this idea for a big theater piece. It 
seemed very exciting, but very vague.”3 Reich’s conception of a theater piece emerged 
around the time he was composing Tehillim, his first work for voices and ensemble that 
incorporated text. Whereas some of the details for the theater piece may have remained 
vague, Reich’s intention to return to his earlier work with tape was never in doubt. In a letter 
written shortly after the work’s inception to Betty Freeman, a longtime supporter of Reich 
and his work, he confided: 
I also have in mind to start a H*U*G*E project that will involve live music on stage 
plus multiple image film. By that I mean dividing a wide screen movie image into as 
much as 8 separate divisions all in rhythmic relation. I want to use the voices, images 
and sounds of the World War II period. It will go back to the kind of work I was 
doing with tape in the 60s (like Come Out) and will be my answer to what music 
theatre can be. It will also involve my using computers to slow down speech without 
lowering its pitch so that (at last) I can get the true equivalent of slow motion film in 
sound. This work with computers will be done at the IRCAM [Institut de Recherche 
et Coordination Acoustique/Musique] center in Paris where they have invited me to 
                                                 
3Robert Cowan, “Joining the Real World? Steve Reich in Conversation with Robert Cowan,” CD Review (n.d.), 
84–86. Reich recalls that he was asked to write operas during the 1980s by the Holland Festival and the 
Frankfurt Opera, but he had no desire to write a “conventional opera” and lacked the technological means to 
compose an unconventional one that suited his idea. Steve Reich, “Kurt Weill, the Orchestra, and Vocal Style—
An Interview with K. Robert Schwarz (1992),” in Writings on Music: 1965–2000 (Oxford and New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 166. 
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work. I will hopefully finish Tehillim by May 1981 and will go to Paris in June 1981 
to begin work on the huge music theatre piece which should be ready by 1984(!).4 
 
This early description of the project reveals several important facets of Reich’s long-
term theatrical pursuit. Most significantly, Korot’s influence is immediately apparent. The 
division of a widescreen image into multiple divisions in rhythmic relation draws directly on 
Korot’s seminal work Dachau 1974, which utilized four screens to rhythmically interweave 
video footage of the museum that now occupies the former Holocaust concentration camp in 
Germany.5 The proposed World War II subject matter also connects to Dachau 1974, and 
Reich’s letter to Freeman complicates his later frequent assertion that the artistic idea for a 
theater piece—combining documentary video with music—always preceded any subject 
matter. Nevertheless, the subject matter was later abandoned, and the technical ideas 
remained the only constant in the long gestation of the piece.6 Finally, Reich’s music theater 
                                                 
4Letter to Betty Freeman from Steve Reich, 14 August 1980. Betty Freeman Papers, Special Collections and 
Archives, UC San Diego. Freeman (1921–2009) was one of the most important American patrons of new music 
and the arts in the mid-to-late twentieth century, and her philanthropy helped to support John Adams, John 
Cage, Merce Cunningham, Robert Wilson, and many other artists. She served on the boards of multiple music 
institutions in the Los Angeles area, and for over a decade she hosted Monday evening concerts of new music at 
her Beverly Hills home. See Elaine Woo, “Betty Freeman, art philanthropist and photographer, dies at 87,” Los 
Angeles Times, 7 January 2009. 
5Reich’s interest in video extends back to 1975, the year after he met Korot. In a September 1975 essay, 
“Videotape and a Composer,” Reich describes how videotape might be useful to a composer, and in so doing 
introduces ideas that would first come to fruition in The Cave. He claimed, “For videotape compositions the 
most interesting image is that of the human body and face, close up; and the most interesting sound is that of 
human speech.” Reich proposed both a videotape version of his 1967 tape work My Name Is and a piece called 
Portraits, in which “three or more people are videotaped close up saying words or making sounds that give 
some direct intuitive insight into who they are.” Steve Reich, “Videotape and a Composer (1975),” in Writings 
on Music, 82–84. On Korot’s Dachau 1974, see Beryl Korot, “Dachau 1974,” in Video Art—An Anthology, eds. 
Ira Schneider and Beryl Korot (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), 76–77; Mark Godfrey, 
Abstraction and the Holocaust (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007), 140–67. 
6In a letter to Robert Moog, creator of the Moog synthesizer, dated 5 October 1968, Reich traced his pursuit of 
slow motion sound back to September 1967, when he created a conceptual score. Reich wrote of his intention to 
pursue the idea, even if it took years. Steve Reich Collection, PSS. Elsewhere, Reich dates the roots of the idea 
for slow motion sound to 1963, “when I first became interested in experimental films, and began looking at 
films as analog to tape.” Steve Reich, “Slow Motion Sound (1967),” in Writings on Music, 26–29. Reich would 
not realize this particular technological ambition until his second video opera, Three Tales, which he began in 
the late 1990s. He incorporated the technique again in WTC 9/11. 
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was to be a marriage of technology and performance from the start, mixing media to achieve 
a new type of theatrical experience. In drawing an explicit link between film and sound, 
Reich continued a longstanding search for a sonic equivalent of slow motion film. 
Table 3.2: Timeline of The Cave’s creation and related events. 
 
Date Event 
June 1980 Reich has idea for documentary music video theater work 
June 1981 Visit to IRCAM to investigate potential for “slow-motion sound” 
1982–1983 The Desert Music borrows WWII theme 
Fall 1984 Jesse Jackson’s first presidential run 
1986 Reich develops idea for exploring roots of Jews and Muslims (“Abraham 
& Nimrod” document) 
1987 Periodic meetings and conversations with Peter Sellars (through January 
1988); commission from Betty Freeman for a Kronos Quartet piece 
(which becomes Different Trains) 
May 1987 Reich acquires Casio FZ-1 digital sampling keyboard 
December 1987 First Intifada begins in Israel-Palestine; Reich and Korot view 
documentary material of Holocaust and World War II; Reich decides to 
use Freeman commission as a test-run for his theater piece; Reich listens 
to and conducts interviews for Different Trains 
March 1988 Reich explores possible ensemble combinations and video equipment 
April–May 1988 Renée Levine signs on as producer 
November 1988 Reich and Korot officially conceive of The Cave; they begin searching for 
collaborators almost immediately 
Fall 1988 Reich secures commission from Klaus Peter-Kehr of Stuttgart Opera 
Winter–Spring 1989 Early drafts of The Cave’s synopsis 
May–June 1989 Reich and Korot make two trips to Israel-Palestine to conduct interviews 
Early 1990 Korot and Reich decide to focus Act III on Americans 
April 1991 Act I completed 
June 1991 Reich and Korot return to Israel-Palestine for further interviews 
Fall 1991–Winter 1992 Act II completed 
March 1992 Interviews in New York, NY 
April 1992 Interviews in Austin, TX 
February 1993 The Cave is completed 
May 1993 Premiere of The Cave at the Wiener Festwochen 
 
Reich took his first steps toward a theater piece in 1981 with planned visits to 
IRCAM. His still-embryonic plans for the work may well have served as the impetus to 
contact director Robert Wilson, co-creator of Einstein on the Beach, in late January. He also 
made plans to return to an early tape work from 1967, My Name Is, in preparation for his 
larger theater composition. In a letter dated 6 May 1981, he revealed: 
I am also beginning work on a series of works that return to my taped speech pieces 
of the late ’60s but this time I will also be working at IRCAM in Paris and will be 
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using speech sources possibly from the World War II period so that the speaker will 
be a “historical personage” known to all. The processes I wish to do involving 
computers are two: 1) slowing down speech without changing its pitch and timbre 
and 2) taking an instant of speeeeeeeeech to form a held tone like holding a note 
down on an organ. This can be done with computers and starting June 1, 1981 I will 
be in Paris for 2 weeks of initial work to see how this sounds. It will hopefully result 
in a major music-theatre work using synch-sound documentary found film as a 
source.7 
 
In a similar letter written a few months prior, Reich described the video element for the 
theater piece as “actual footage of the World War II and after period including artists of the 
period (Carlos Williams, Pound, Weill, Schoenberg, etc.).”8 Although Reich visited IRCAM 
in June to investigate the compositional possibilities of working with recorded speech on 
computers, nothing came of this visit artistically, and the composer’s focus on Tehillim 
(premiered in 1981) and later on Electric Counterpoint (1982) precluded any further 
immediate pursuit of his idea.  
Reich returned to texted music when he began composing The Desert Music in 
September 1982 (completed in December 1983). Thematically, the choral work owes a debt 
to The Cave, since Reich’s earliest idea for the subject of the theater piece—one that dealt 
with World War II—eventually found expression in The Desert Music through the 
apocalypse-themed poetry of William Carlos Williams.9 The text of Williams’s poem “The 
                                                 
7Letter to Judith Stark from Steve Reich, 6 May 1981. Betty Freeman Papers, Special Collections and Archives, 
UC San Diego. Reich referred to his new tape piece as My Name Is—Ensemble Portrait. For a description of the 
1967 piece, see Reich, “My Name Is (1967),” in Writings on Music, 29–30. In pursuing a videotape version of 
My Name Is, Reich was following up on an idea proposed in 1975 (see fn. 5). My Name Is involved recording 
audience members speaking their names as they came into a concert hall, and then creating phase relationships 
with these brief tape loops during the second half of the concert program. Reich returned to the idea of 
metaphorically turning the camera onto the audience in The Cave by focusing the third act on Western 
(American) interview responses to the Biblical story of Abraham. 
8Letter to Virginia Dwan from Steve Reich, 18 February 1981. Betty Freeman Papers, Special Collections and 
Archives, UC San Diego. 
9Speaking about the development of his theater piece, Reich noted, “After swimming around in the fog for 
many years, The Desert Music finally emerged. I was happy with it, but…my original idea crept up on me, 
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Orchestra”—which serves as the basis of The Desert Music—alludes to the possibility of 
nuclear annihilation, and Reich notes that the title of the piece suggests the deserts at White 
Sands and Alamogordo, New Mexico, where nuclear weapons were first developed.10 Before 
settling on the Williams poetry, Reich considered setting the voice of philosopher Ludwig 
Wittgenstein (the subject of his undergraduate thesis in philosophy) or using tapes from 
World War II, such as Hitler’s voice or Truman’s voice after the dropping of the atomic 
bomb.11 Although Reich opted not to return to working with tape for The Desert Music, his 
interest in the Second World War as a potential subject would continue into the early 
conceptual phases of The Cave; director Peter Sellars recalls Reich expressing interest in the 
late 1980s in creating a music theater work that would focus on the atomic bomb.12 
In 1986 Reich again began inching toward a work for the theater. In November he 
met with Sellars for the first time after a Nixon in China preview at the Guggenheim 
                                                                                                                                                       
tapped me on the shoulder and said ‘Excuse me: that’s a very nice piece…but it’s not at all what I had in 
mind!’” Robert Cowan, “Joining the Real World? Steve Reich in Conversation with Robert Cowan,” 85. 
10Steve Reich, “The Desert Music – Steve Reich in Conversation with Jonathan Cott,” in Writings on Music, 
127–28. The text of the third movement, excerpted from Williams’s poem The Orchestra, is as follows: “Say to 
them: Man has survived hitherto because he was too ignorant to know how to realize his wishes. Now that he 
can realize them, he must either change them or perish.” 
11Steve Reich, “The Desert Music (1984),” in Writings on Music, 120. Reich would eventually set some of 
Wittgenstein’s word in Proverb (1995), only a couple of years after The Cave. 
12An early press description of the piece confirms that Reich was planning to continue addressing the subject of 
World War II: “His theatre piece will have its premiere at the Stuttgart Opera House in September 1991 and 
will bring video into play on a grand scale. He is collaborating on this aspect of the presentation with video 
artist Beryl Korot (his second wife), lighting designer James Turrell and set [and costume] designer Robert 
Israel; Reich will provide the ensemble of musicians. The subject matter is not yet decided, but it seems likely 
to be a collage of the type used in Different Trains, and it will follow Desert Music (a setting of poems by 
William Carlos Williams about the atom bomb) in dealing with the Second World War.” Meirion Bowen, 
“Different strains,” The Guardian (21 October 1988). Although The Cave ultimately veered away from dealing 
with World War Two-related subjects such as the Holocaust or the atomic bomb, Reich eventually addressed 
the subject of nuclear weapons more directly in the second part of Three Tales (2003), “Bikini.” This 
recollection from Sellars was made in a conversation with the author, 30 March 2013, Princeton, NJ. 
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Museum, and his contact with the director continued throughout much of 1987.13 Around the 
same time, Reich received a commission from Betty Freeman to compose a new piece for the 
then up-and-coming Kronos Quartet. This commission, which eventually resulted in Reich’s 
Grammy-winning and much lauded Different Trains, would prove essential in the creation of 
The Cave. Indeed, the development of Different Trains and Reich’s theater composition took 
place on parallel tracks, as the string quartet, with its incorporation of recorded speaking 
voices, served as “a kind of study for an entire[ly] new kind of music theater—say, a 
documentary music video theater—which would use real documentary footage manipulated 
in sound and in video image at the same time as you have live musicians onstage.”14 In his 
call for an “entirely new” music theater, Reich is drawing on a trope that stretches back 
through most of the twentieth century, in both America and Europe. Although Reich had 
initially intended for the Kronos piece to be a triple quartet—a live string quartet plus two 
pre-recorded quartets—he modified this idea so that he could use the Freeman commission as 
                                                 
13This preview occurred on 3 November 1986. Reich appears to have contacted Adams in February 1985 to 
discuss the younger composer’s work with Sellars, but nothing came of that phone call. By this time, Adams 
and Reich had known each other for some years, as Adams frequently programmed Reich’s works when he 
conducted new music concerts. Sellars and Reich met in person at least twice between January 1987 and 
January 1988 to discuss some sort of music theater collaboration, and spoke on the phone several times as well. 
Much of the information in this section of the chapter is drawn from Reich’s agendas and computer diaries, 
which give extremely brief accounts of his daily contacts and notable activities. 
14Tom Surowicz, “Music: The Reich Stuff,” Twin Cities magazine, February 1988, n.p. Reich’s initial earliest 
ideas for the Freeman Kronos Quartet commission involved incorporating the voice of composer Béla Bartók, 
who was one of the earliest figures in music history to take advantage of recording technology to accurately 
capture and transcribe the human voice and its subtle, often musical, inflections. The timing of the recording of 
Bartók’s voice, however, indicates that Reich was still invested in the idea of documentary material from the 
World War II period. Writing to Betty Freeman, who commissioned Different Trains, in November 1987, Reich 
noted that “one possibility [for speech material] is Bartok speaking in English on WNYC in 1944 and another 
might be the voice of a holocaust survivor if I can find the right person with the right story told in the right tone 
of voice.” Letter to Betty Freeman from Steve Reich, 29 November 1987. Betty Freeman Papers, Special 
Collections and Archives, UC San Diego. When it became apparent that using Bartók’s voice would be 
problematic legally and doubtless engender comparisons between Reich’s quartet and those of Bartók, Reich 
chose not to use Bartók’s voice. He then considered using Wittgenstein’s voice, but found that no recordings 
existed. 
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a test-run for his theater piece.15 Indeed, throughout the creation of The Cave, Reich would 
refer to Different Trains as “theater of the mind,” whereas The Cave would bring the visual 
element out of the mind and onto the screen.16 
Although Reich had expressed a desire to resume working with the spoken voice via 
tape since the early 1980s, his decisive return to the speaking voice as compositional material 
may have been prompted partly by a renewed focus on his early tape works in 1987. In May 
and June, Reich worked with engineers to mix and edit Piano Phase, Clapping Music, Come 
Out, and It’s Gonna Rain for the album Early Works, which Nonesuch Records released in 
September 1987. He faced a problem, however: how could he compose with text in a way 
that represented the natural melodic and rhythmic contours of the speaking voice?17 
The solution arrived at 11:30am on Thursday, 7 May 1987 in the form of a Casio FZ-
1 digital sampling keyboard. During the 1980s, the Casio Computer Company provided 
Reich with a number of keyboards, and the FZ-1 was one of earliest professional-grade 
keyboards to offer high-quality sampling.18 It was not until the end of 1987 that Reich, at 
Korot’s suggestion, decided to incorporate the FZ-1 into his piece for the Kronos Quartet, 
                                                 
15The exact chronology here is somewhat muddled. In a mid-December 1987 interview, Reich affirms, “the first 
basic assumption about the piece for the Kronos String Quartet is that it will be called Triple Quartet. I suspect 
that title will definitely stick.” Steve Reich, interview with Ev Grimes, number 186 a-i OHV, tape and 
transcript, Oral History of American Music, Yale University, tape 186-i. However, his late-November letter to 
Freeman (see fn 14), as well as one dated 9 November, suggests that he had already set aside his idea for a triple 
quartet in favor of incorporating speech recordings. 
16Cowan, “Joining the Real World,” 85; David Patrick Stearns, “Politics resonate in ‘The Cave’,” USA Today, 
12 October 1993. 
17For more on Reich’s approach to working with text, see Steve Reich, “Sprechmelodien,” du 5 (May 1996); 
reprinted and translated as Reich, “Music and Language (1996),” Writings on Music, 193–201. 
18Rebecca Y. Kim, “From New York to Vermont: Conversation with Steve Reich,” SteveReich.com, 
http://www.stevereich.com/articles/NY-VT.html (accessed 26 June 2013). One of the earliest keyboards to offer 
CD-quality sampling (16-bit/44.1kHz) was the Fairlight CMI Series III, which was released in 1985. The FZ-1, 
by contrast, featured a maximum sampling rate of 36kHz. The FZ-1’s meager memory limited the maximum 
length of any single sample to just under fifteen seconds; this partly accounts for the brevity of Reich’s speech 
samples in Different Trains and The Cave. 
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then tentatively titled Triple Quartet.19 In November, Reich began considering the Holocaust 
and his childhood cross-country train rides as a possible subject for his quartet and the speech 
samples as the means with which he could explore this subject.20 Although Reich’s interest 
in the World War II period as an artistic subject extended back to 1980, his idea to bring in 
the voices of Holocaust survivors could have been prompted partly by Korot’s preparations 
for an installation of her seminal video art piece Dachau 1974 at the “Planes of Memory” 
exhibit at the Long Beach Museum of Art, which opened on 24 January 1988. Whereas the 
exhibit may have served to stimulate the thematic content of Different Trains, the Casio
provided Reich with the technical means to easily incorporate digital speech samples into 
both Different Trains and, later, The Cave. 
 FZ-1 
                                                
While Reich began selecting documentary sound material for Different Trains, he and 
Korot also started searching for documentary film material suitable for their proposed 
theatrical collaboration. In early December (during which he remained in intermittent 
telephone contact with Sellars), Reich visited first the Brandeis Jewish Film Archive and then 
the Center for Jewish Film, where he spent all day on 10 December with Korot looking at 
film footage of Nuremberg, Nazi propaganda, and Ellis Island (a common port of entry for 
Holocaust survivors).  
Reich’s fascination with and commitment to documentary material is evident in his 
sketchbooks and notes on the compositional process of Different Trains. Early tentative titles 
for Different Trains included True Story, Aural History, Oral History, and Recent History, 
 
19Steve Reich, interview with Ingram Marshall, number 186 r-t OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of 
American Music, Yale University, tape 186-r. 
20Reich began by contacting the archive at the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research in New York City on 16 
November, and only days later on 19 November he appears to have received instructions on how to use the 
sampling feature of his FZ-1 keyboard. On 1 December he purchased disks for the FZ-1.  
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and the earliest sketches for Different Trains include the imperative that “it is a must to 
choose the documentary materials first. Their pitches and rhythms will then determine the 
string music.”21 Reich placed a similar emphasis on documentary materials for The Cave. In 
his notes for The Cave, Reich reminded himself that the success of Different Trains, in his 
opinion, was the result of the documentary, personal nature of the piece: “Get people telling 
about their own lives. This is what you had in Different Trains and it worked because it’s 
authentic! Similarly here.”22 Indeed, even before settling on a subject, in interviews Reich 
stressed the realism that would lie at the heart of any theater work he composed: 
A number of thoughts [for possible subjects] have crossed my mind, but I’ve not as 
yet settled on anything definite. If it were, let us say, something archeological, it 
might involve going to the Middle East; a dig, shots of certain landmarks. Their 
historical reality would be communicated in the sounds of wind blowing, the voice of 
the archeologist who’d been on the dig, the sound of his slamming on the table as an 
emphatic gesture. All this forms part of the reality. I am not concerned with poetic 
metaphor. I guess I’m a hidebound realist at heart!23 
 
While composing Different Trains from January to August 1988, Reich laid the 
groundwork for the work that would become The Cave. Reich met with Sellars on 10 January 
to “talk about [a] music theater collaboration,” and in March he began listing possible 
ensemble combinations and looking into video equipment for his new piece.24 He also began 
hinting at the existence of the piece in interviews, but was quick to note that it was 
                                                 
21Steve Reich Collection, PSS. Underlining in original. 
22“Cave-Thoughts to Improve,” Computer document. Steve Reich Collection, PSS. According to the Apple 
computers in use at the PSS, the creation of this document took place in January 1989. These dates, however, 
are suspect; in several instances, I found dates written in the text of the computer files that preceded the creation 
dates listed by the computers. 
23Cowan, “Joining the Real World,” 85. The mixing of archaeology and opera hearkens back to Glass’s 
Akhnaten (1984), but Reich’s approach is, as he notes, bound up in an aesthetic of realism. See John 
Richardson, Singing Archaeology: Philip Glass’s Akhnaten (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 
1999). 
24Steve Reich Collection, PSS. 
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emphatically not opera: “my feeling is that my way of doing anything in the music theatre 
will be via speech and possibly documentary video images. And possibly texts literally typed 
out in real time on stage on computer screens and synchronized sound all be manipulated in 
real time by musicians on stage.”25 Beginning in April, Reich began meeting with Renée 
Levine, who would go on to produce The Cave, and in May and June he and Levine 
instigated talks with theater designer Robert Israel about creating the sets and costumes.26 In 
the fall, Reich secured a commission from chief dramaturge Klaus Peter-Kehr of the Stuttgart 
Opera (who in the early 1980s had worked on the commission for Glass’s Akhnaten), with 
the premiere initially set for September 1991.27 For all the planning that Reich had put into 
the new piece, however, it still lacked a subject. 
On Monday, 21 November 1988 at 11:30 am, Reich and Korot met for a business 
lunch at a coffee shop near their New York apartment. Within minutes, they had settled on a 
subject and a title. The Cave, so named for the Cave of Machpelah (also known as the Cave 
of the Patriarchs) in Hebron, where the Biblical Abraham and Sarah (as well as Adam and 
Eve) are purportedly buried, would center on Abraham, the common ancestor of both Jews 
(through Isaac) and Muslims (through Ishmael). The cave itself would serve as a metaphor 
                                                 
25John Diliberto, “Seduced by Samplers,” Music Technology (March 1988): 57. In an interview in February 
1988, he declared his new work was “my way of presenting a music theater that has nothing to do with opera” 
(emphasis in original). Tom Surowicz, “Music: The Reich Stuff,” n.p. In the same interview, he described the 
new work as “a two- or three-hour piece with musicians onstage and multiple video monitors onstage, presented 
in a fairly large venue. It would be totally different and totally opposed to operatic directions, but the scale 
would be similar and epic. It would require a smaller set of musicians and a different sort of instrumentation, 
more technology and less theatrical hardware. But when push comes to shove, it would be no more difficult, 
with no more to do, than mounting any opera.”  
26For whatever reason, Sellars appears to have not continued with the project. According to Reich’s agendas and 
computer diaries, Sellars and Reich had no further contact after their 10 January discussion. Reich’s initial 
selection of Robert Israel (who designed the first production of Glass’s Satyagraha) as the designer for The 
Cave gives further testament to the close artistic networks in which Glass, Reich, and Adams move. 
27By June 1989, the premiere had been pushed back to 1992. 
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for the complex historical relationship between Jews and Muslims: archaeological remains of 
a Herodian wall from the Roman era, a Christian church from the Byzantine period, and a 
Jewish synagogue from the late eleventh century can be found beneath the Muslim mosque 
that has resided atop the cave since the twelfth century.28 Furthermore, in the present day the 
Cave of the Machpelah is the only location where Jews and Muslims worship in the same 
place (although not at the same time). 
Whereas the Cave would serve as the central metaphor for Arab-Israeli relations, the 
stories of Abraham, Sarah, Hagar, Ishmael, and Isaac would provide the narrative threads of 
The Cave. Reich and Korot brought to their meeting two different conceptions of the 
patriarch: Abraham, the revolutionary founder of monotheism, and Abraham, the gracious 
host who returned to serve dinner to three angels after his discovery of Adam and Eve’s 
resting place. Tellingly, Reich pointed to Abraham as the revolutionary, the breaker of idols, 
and the composer’s frequent remarks on his new work vis-à-vis the operatic tradition—“it’s a 
totally new kind of music theatre”—suggests that he identified with the Biblical figure.29 
Taking a cue from Different Trains, Reich and Korot planned to interweave 
Talmudic, Koranic, and Biblical accounts of Abraham with interviews from Jews and 
Muslims. As with Different Trains, Reich and Korot initially considered including an 
                                                 
28Reich initially planned to place a greater emphasis on archaeology, as evidenced by the quote above. 
Descriptions of the work from February 1989 indicate, “The first part of this work will focus on the history of 
the cave from the time of Abraham (2000 BCE) to the 12th century. We will make video recordings of 
archaeologists and historians in Israel, as well as archival footage concerning the cave. The focus of the 
interviews will be on the architectural structures superimposed above the original cave. These structures 
embody the history of the human religious drama surrounding the cave, concluding with the building of the 
mosque in the 12th century.” Steve Reich, “Desc.Stmnt. 2_19_89,” Computer document. Steve Reich 
Collection, PSS. Elsewhere, Reich indicated that the historical approach for the work would be via 
“architecture/archeology.” Steve Reich, “Historical approach,” Computer document. Steve Reich Collection, 
PSS. 
29Pamela Kidron, “The Cave of Machpela as a metaphor,” The Jerusalem Post International Edition, 10 June 
1989. See also fn. 14 above. 
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autobiographical component to The Cave, but then abandoned that idea.30 By time of their 
trips to Israel in mid-1989, the team had settled on a three-part structure for the work. Part 
One (tentatively titled “Abraham and Isaac”) would tell the story of Abraham from the 
Jewish perspective, using interviews with Israeli Jews. Part Two (tentatively titled “Abraham 
and Ishmael”) would do the same from the (Palestinian) Muslim perspective, while Part 
Three (tentatively titled “The Death of Abraham”) would have Isaac and Ishmael joining 
together to bury their father, with interviews from both Muslims and Jews.31 In July, 
however, Korot admitted in an interview that while the first two parts were beginning to take 
shape, the final part was “still a blank slate.”32 Ultimately, Korot and Reich would structure 
the third act around interviews with Americans living in New York City and Austin, Texas. 
For all three acts, interviewees responded to a similar set of questions: Who, for you, is 
Abraham (or Ibrahim)? Who, for you, is Sarah? Hagar? Ishmael? Isaac?33 
Following the official genesis of The Cave in November 1988, Reich and Korot 
initiated a search for designers, directors, technical advisors, and commissioners. The pair 
almost immediately secured the help of technical consultant and computer specialist Ben 
Rubin of the MIT Media Lab, who would prove essential to the technological side of The 
                                                 
30Based on early descriptions, the third part of the work would have focused on their own journey to the cave 
(and the difficulties inherent in doing so), with text drawn from their own written documents as well as 
contemporary newspapers. Reich and Korot took some initial steps in this direction; in early March, they 
videotaped footage of Israeli-American journalist and author Rebecca Rass reading correspondence from Israel 
about their upcoming travel plans. However, they seem to have abandoned this idea by the following month. 
This process mirrors Reich’s decision to Different Trains to exclude his voice from the piece, an idea he had 
initially considered. 
31Kidron, “The Cave of Machpela as a metaphor.” These titles for the different acts were not used in the 
completed version of The Cave. 
32Carl Schrag, “Searching for Abraham and Ibrahim,” Los Angeles Times, 9 July 1989. 
33As documents housed in the Paul Sacher Stiftung indicate, Reich and Korot asked the interviewees a number 
of additional questions that were considerably more directed, and many of the responses to these were then 
sampled in The Cave. 
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Cave. Among other things, Rubin developed the typing instrument used for several of the 
sacred text settings, advised Korot and Reich on equipment purchases, and set up the 
synchronized playback system for live performance. The search for directors and designers, 
however, took considerably more time. Before finally choosing Carey Perloff as director in 
early 1990, Reich and Korot considered a slew of other candidates, including John Hirsch, 
Anne Bogart, Richard Foreman, Bob Berlinger, Garland Wright, Andrei Serban, and David 
Warren. Perloff recalls: 
[Reich and Korot] had seen my production of Strindberg’s Creditors and said they 
were very drawn to its elegance and minimalism, and that they were interested in 
working with me on their new opera…They did a lot of research about my work with 
Pinter, Beckett, Brecht and so on, and I think they felt there was real aesthetic kinship 
there. Which indeed there was.34 
 
Perloff’s reminiscence gives some sense of where Korot and Reich felt their nascent theatre 
work might lie aesthetically, and indicates that the pair already had a clear sense theatrically 
of what they hoped to accomplish. By the middle of 1990, the production team was largely 
assembled, with John Arnone serving as the set designer, Steve Ehrenberg as the lighting 
designer, and Nick Mangano as assistant director.  
Along with the search for collaborators, Reich began 1989 with a brief review of 
several operas, checking out scores and recordings of The Threepenny Opera, The Rake’s 
Progress, Parsifal, Orfeo, and Don Giovanni. Whereas the latter three operas suggest an 
investment in ideas of well-established operatic canonicity, the former two—particularly The 
Threepenny Opera—suggest that Reich was interested in models of twentieth-century music 
theater that had created something quite new. An initial grant of $50,000 from the 
Rockefeller Foundation in March allowed Reich and Korot to move ahead with their plans, 
                                                 
34Carey Perloff, email correspondence with the author, 16 July 2013. 
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and in the following month Reich began composing the typing music that opens The Cave. In 
May the pair made their first trip to Israel, where they conducted fifteen interviews with Jews 
and Muslims in Jerusalem, Haifa, and Hebron and, remarkably, videotaped inside the mosque 
that sits above the Cave.35 Reich and Korot returned the following month for twenty 
additional interviews, and in July they began listening to and viewing their recordings. 
The documentary materials of The Cave—the speech samples and video fragments 
drawn from the recordings of their interviews—inform and largely determine its overall 
shape. The samples are assembled into a sonic and visual collage, and their juxtaposition 
provides much of the piece’s drama and the structure of each movement. As Reich’s sketches 
for Act One’s “Who is Sarah?” section indicate, he began by transcribing speech samples 
that he and Korot had decided were musically, thematically, and/or visually appropriate 
(Music Example 3.1). In some instances, interviewees who gave interesting answers 
thematically could not be used due to the audio or visual quality. Then, Reich wrote out 
potential keys and harmonies for each, which allowed him to draw harmonic connections and 
indicating possible ordering.  
In a sketchbook entry just over a week later, Reich clarified and refined the harmonic 
progressions between the speech samples of the “Who is Sarah?” section (Music Example 
3.2). In addition to the primary harmonies, Reich created additional harmonies for each 
fragment that would allow for smoother transitions from one sample to another. In almost 
every case, the ambiguity of the chords ensured that numerous pitches carried over from one 
                                                 
35The first round of interview subjects included “an extremely Orthodox Jew living in the Kiriat Arba settlement 
in Hebron, Biblical scholars, Koranic scholars, a scholar of the Kabbalah, two curators, several archaeologists, a 
Muslim judge, an Arab architect, and an Arab tour guide.” Steve Reich, “NEA_Description of Development,” 
Computer document. Steve Reich Collection, PSS. To videotape inside the mosque, Korot and Reich received 
permission from the Israeli military (who controls the mosque) and the Muslim clergy. They were the first to 
videotape inside the mosque in ten years. 
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chord to the next. These harmonic progressions provide a sense of continuity that mitigates 
the temporal disruptions caused by the frequent shifts in tempi, as each speech sample 
necessitates a new tempo. 
Once Reich decided upon the order of speech melodies for a movement, he subjected 
each melody to a process of expansion and counterpoint. In the “Who is Abraham?” 
sequence, for instance—one of the very first that Reich composed—he began by 
experimenting with a countermelody, as well as a second melody-countermelody pair that 
echoed the first (Music Example 3.3).36 A third draft printed two days later shows a greatly 
expanded version of the same material, with the speech melody fragmented, harmonized, and 
passed between four voices in a hocket-like texture (Music Example 3.4). The text underlay 
indicates where the speech samples would play along with the instruments, and later drafts 
include time codes that would allow Korot to synchronize the video with the music. The 
musical effect is one of voices ricocheting and reverberated within a cave, and, indeed, the 
screen arrangement and set were designed to suggest the form of a cave. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
36This movement has been excised in the revised version of The Cave. 
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Music Example 3.1: Transcription of 23 January 1990 entry in Sketchbook #40. Steve 
Reich Collection, PSS. Used by permission. 
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Music Example 3.2: Transcription of 31 January 1990 entry in Sketchbook #40. Steve 
Reich Collection, PSS. Used by permission. 
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Music Example 3.3: Transcription of computer printout titled “To tell you the truth, it 
is for me—it’s my father 7/21/89.” Steve Reich Collection, PSS. Used by permission. 
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Music Example 3.4: Transcription of computer printout titled “To tell you the truth, it 
is for me—Four Voices—7/23/89.” Steve Reich Collection, PSS. Used by permission. 
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Using five screens arranged in an arch form (Figure 3.1), Korot created a constantly 
developing visual tapestry that complemented Reich’s music.37 In the narrative sections, 
handwritten or typed texts are projected in English, German, French, and their original 
language (Arabic or Hebrew) in time with the music. The interview sections, in contrast, are 
visually striking. While two screens show the interviewees speaking as their speech samples 
play (for instance, screens two and four in the first “Who is Abraham?” section), the 
remaining three screens present various combinations of blank screens or still images derived 
from the colors and visual textures of the video footage. Using programs such as Hi-res QFX 
(a Photoshop-like software) and Videodex, Korot selected details from the video footage, 
such as a person’s clothing or earring, then enlarged and abstracted them to provide visual 
equivalents of the sonic portraits provided by the interviewees’ speech samples. Pairs of 
individual channels were used to create a weaving structure that constructs a matrix through 
which the music and images are set, and the interplay of blank screens, abstracted images, 
and interview footage, along with theatrical lighting that shifts in response to the music, 
provides a rich visual tapestry that responds to and enlivens The Cave’s sonic element. As 
Korot explains: 
An overall visual structure was created to which the music could be set that was 
actually based on the structure of organizing threads on a hand loom, a kind of 
weaving in time. Paired channels of interviewees’ footage, and abstract details from 
that footage, were timed to the music...sometimes interviewees appearing on screens 
(1 and 3) or (2 and 4) or (3 and 5), with the visual details appearing and timed to the 
music on other screens.38 
 
Korot and Reich synchronized the audio and video using SMPTE timecodes, which 
functioned, in essence, as their common language. To create the multichannel display, Korot 
                                                 
37In the third act, screen four is raised, thus breaking the symmetry of the screens to symbolize the fracturing of 
Abrahamic narratives in the United States. 
38Beryl Korot, phone interview with the author, 19 August 2013. 
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used a Mac Plus computer in conjunction with a multiple channel editing system developed 
by Advanced Remote Technology Inc. 
Figure 3.1: Arch form layout of screens for The Cave, Acts I and II. 
 
 
 
As Reich’s sketchbooks indicate, the process of figuring out how to assemble The 
Cave took a substantial amount of time, but once mastered it progressed quickly. Whereas 
Act I took nearly two years to complete, Act II took ten months and Act III only five. The 
lengthy development process, according to Korot, stemmed from the exploratory nature of 
the collaboration. In effect, the pair figured out what they were doing as they went: 
Things took shape little bit by little bit. I would gather the material for a section, we 
would view it or discuss it together. He would begin writing the music while I began 
to create the visual tableaux. He would send me the music via wires that connected 
our studios, to a timecoded videotape and I would know exactly where to place the 
talking heads. After that I would organize the other material to the visual matrix I'd 
created and check the time-coded score so I could make my decisions timed to the 
music. We never storyboarded the work. It developed as we worked. 39 
 
Due in part to delays caused by the need to spend time fundraising, establishing 
touring venues, gathering the crew, and addressing questions of staging, Reich and Korot did 
not complete Act One until April 1991. In June they returned to Israel for another round of 
interviews, this time focusing exclusively on Muslims for the second act. While Korot and 
Reich continued work on Act Two in late 1991, Arnone, Carey, and Ehrenberg began 
                                                 
39Beryl Korot, phone interview with the author, 19 August 2013. 
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designing the set in November. In March 1992, Korot and Reich, along with cameraman 
Peter Trilling and their son Ezra Reich, who assisted Peter on sound, began conducting Act 
Three interviews in New York, and at the end of April they traveled to Austin, Texas, to 
conduct the non-New York portion of their American interviews. By February of the 
following year, The Cave was complete. 
The Cave, billed as a “documentary music video theater work,” opened to audiences 
at the Wiener Festwochen in May 1993.40 Thanks to an exceptionally large number of co-
commissioners, over the remainder of the year The Cave then traveled to the Hebbel Theater 
in Berlin, Holland Festival in Amsterdam, Royal Festival Hall in London, Brooklyn 
Academy of Music in New York, Festival d’Automne in Paris, and Théâtre de la Monnaie in 
Brussels. In a testament to the fascinating visual aspect of the piece as well as Korot’s and 
Reich’s longstanding relationships with various museums, the BAM performances in 
October 1993 coincided with a video installation of The Cave at the Whitney Museum of Art 
in New York. 
With more than three years spent in the creative phase and over half a decade more in 
a conceptual, embryonic stage, The Cave is arguably the most time-intensive composition of 
Reich’s career. Compositionally and artistically, it marks a culminating moment for Reich, 
when nearly all of his earlier techniques and methods were brought to bear on a work of 
enormous scope. At the same time, The Cave steered Reich toward new paths in the 1990s 
and 2000s: Three Tales (1998–2002), his and Korot’s second video opera, both departed 
from and refined compositional techniques developed in The Cave; his work with “found” 
sounds and sampling would continue in City Life; and his plans for string quartet plus tape 
                                                 
40When Peter-Kehr moved from Stuttgart Opera to the Wiener Festwochen in 1991, the commission followed 
him. 
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(the original idea for what would become Different Trains) would result in Triple Quartet 
(1998) and WTC 9/11 (2010). Like Reich’s career path leading out of his work on The Cave, 
the journey leading to this unconventional work stretches back in time, as several of the 
aesthetic roots of the opera’s unorthodox attributes can be traced to both Korot’s and Reich’s 
early careers amid mid-century American avant-garde communities in San Francisco and 
New York. 
 
Reich, Korot, and the Technological Avant-Garde 
That Reich’s early career was forged amid the swirling creativity of the mid-century avant-
garde is well known. Bounded on one side by the serialism of Webern, Boulez, and 
Stockhausen and hedged in on the other by the entropic, chance works of Cage and his 
followers, Reich walked a narrow path that embraced both harmonic consonance and 
rhythmic regularity. As a result of the institutional politics defined by these polarizing forces, 
Reich first found solidarity with and favor in the sculptural, visual, and theatrical arts and 
dance communities of San Francisco and New York. It was in one manifestation of these 
communities—The Kitchen in New York—that Reich and Korot first met in 1974. Although 
Reich has repeatedly described the music theater that he and Korot created with The Cave as 
“entirely new,” many of the aesthetics and techniques that informed the work can be traced 
back to its creators’ time within various avant-gardes. 
Reich’s first prolonged contact with avant-garde arts communities occurred in the 
early 1960s. After completing an undergraduate degree in philosophy at Cornell in 1957 and 
an additional two years of compositional studies at the Juilliard School, Reich left New York 
for northern California in 1961. He settled at Mills College at Oakland, where Luciano Berio 
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was then teaching, and quickly formed contacts with artists and performing groups in the Bay 
Area. Reich’s four years in the San Francisco Bay Area would prove seminal; during this 
time, he was introduced to African and Balinese music, the modal jazz and improvisation of 
John Coltrane, the experimental compositions coming from the San Francisco Tape Music 
Center, and the early minimalism of Terry Riley.41  
Whereas Reich had primarily moved and worked among musicians and composers 
while at Cornell and Juilliard, in San Francisco he became involved with theater groups, 
visual artists, and dancers. One of Reich’s most significant artistic engagements began after 
completing his master’s degree at Mills. In the summer of 1963, Reich started working with 
the San Francisco Mime Troupe, a politically-motivated Bay Area theater collective headed 
by R.G. Davis.42 In addition to introducing Reich to the kinds of artists with whom he had 
always wanted to work, the Mime Troupe offered Reich a chance to compose music for 
larger, collaborative works that combined film and live theater.43 Reich’s work on A Minstrel 
Show, or Civil Rights in a Cracker Barrel, in particular, prefigures two important facets of 
his own theater works a quarter-century later: the combination of live performers and 
recorded film, with its inherent division of sound and image, and an unmistakably political 
                                                 
41On this period of Reich’s career, see Ross Cole, “‘Fun, Yes, but Music?’ Steve Reich and the San Francisco 
Bay Area’s Cultural Nexus, 1962–65,” Journal of the Society for American Music 6 (2012): 315–48. See also 
Steve Reich, interview with Ev Grimes, number 186 a-i OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of American 
Music, Yale University, tape 186-a. 
42On the Mime Troupe, see Ronald G. Davis, The San Francisco Mime Troupe: The First Ten Years (Palo Alto, 
CA: Ramparts Press, 1975); Ronald G. Davis, “Ecological Aesthetics” (PhD diss., University of California 
Davis, 2009); The San Francisco Mime Troupe Reader, ed. Susan V. Mason (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2005); and Theodore Shank, Beyond the Boundaries: American Alternative Theatre (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002), 50–74. The company, founded in 1959, became particularly known 
for its avant-garde shows and outdoor performances that drew inspiration from the sixteenth-century Italian 
commedia dell’arte tradition. 
43K. Robert Schwarz, Minimalists (London: Phaidon, 1996), 58. Reich describes the Mime Troup of his time as 
“a very left-wing neo-Brechtian kind of street theater.” Steve Reich, interview with Ev Grimes, number 186 a-i 
OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of American Music, Yale University, tape 186-a. 
 127
subject.44 A Minstrel Show, which opened in Palo Alto on 17 June 1965, became one of the 
Mime Troupe’s most notorious original works, with its offensive content designed to unearth 
and confront repressed racism in a purportedly enlightened, liberal society.45 Reich’s 
contribution consisted of choral arrangements of Stephen Foster’s minstrel song “Massa’s in 
de Cold Ground” and the lesser-known Luke Schoolcraft’s “Oh! Dat Watermelon,” sung by 
the cast during the intermission screening of a silent color film by avant-garde filmmaker 
Robert Nelson, Oh Dem Watermelons.  
In addition to exposing Reich to ideas of combining film and live performance in the 
theater, the Mime Troupe, through its connection to filmmakers and the Tape Music Center, 
introduced the young composer to working with tape. Members of the Mime Troupe, Tape 
Music Center, and Canyon Cinema frequently collaborated, and although Reich never 
composed at the Tape Music Center itself, he moved within and around its sphere of 
influence.46 In addition to composing music for the Mime Troupe’s productions of Molière’s 
Tartuffe, Milton Savage’s Ruzzante’s Maneuvers, and the Cage-inspired happening Event III 
(Coffee Break), Reich created tape music for Nelson’s films Plastic Haircut and Thick 
                                                 
44Reich’s first composition for the troupe was incidental music for Ubu King (an adaptation of Alfred Jarry’s 
1896 Ubu Roi), which consisted of “tunes played and then repeated by strummed violin, clarinet, and kazoo 
played through a Pacific Gas and Electric traffic marker megaphone, and this was just exactly what the doctor 
ordered after doing an MA under Berio and Milhaud.” Steve Reich, interview with Ev Grimes, number 186 a-i 
OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of American Music, Yale University, tape 186-a. Like A Minstrel Show, 
Ubu King featured a short film by Robert Nelson, which was accompanied by live sound on stage. 
45On A Minstrel Show and Reich’s contribution to it, see Sumanth Gopinanth, “Reich in Blackface: Oh Dem 
Watermelons and Radical Minstrelsy in the 1960s,” Journal of the Society for American Music 5 (2011): 139–
93. 
46On the San Francisco Tape Music Center, see The San Francisco Tape Music Center: 1960s Counterculture 
and the Avant-Garde, ed. David W. Bernstein (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008). Of all the 
composers working at the Tape Music Center (including Pauline Oliveros, Morton Subotnick, and Ramon 
Sender), the most important in Reich’s development was Terry Riley. Ross Cole proposes that the latter’s effect 
on Reich went deeper than the younger composer’s involvement with the premiere of Riley’s seminal 
minimalist work In C, and that Reich’s tape pieces from this time owe an immense amount to Riley’s own tape 
work, begun in Paris in the early 1960s. Cole, “‘Fun, Yes, But Music?’,” 330–35. 
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Pucker, and his tape piece It’s Gonna Rain began as a composition for a movie that never 
materialized.47 
Working with tape had a profound effect on Reich. Besides sparking ideas about 
process-oriented music and phasing, tape music allowed Reich to engage in his fascination 
with documentary material and speech melodies. Before stumbling upon the tape-loop 
phasing technique that would also inform his compositional process in Come Out, Reich 
recalls playing his recording of Brother Walter, the itinerant San Francisco Pentecostal 
preacher whose voice is heard on It’s Gonna Rain, and trying to transcribe his speech into 
musical notation as he would later do for The Cave.48 By the late 1960s, however, Reich had 
put aside tape and moved on to working almost exclusively with acoustic instruments, and 
his work with documentary materials and speech materials would only resume after his 
decision in 1987 to bring his idea for a new type of music theater to fruition. 
Reich’s early career movement among avant-garde circles also illustrates the 
importance and influence of working outside of traditional performance venues, a tendency 
that has continued with his theater works. Recalling his return to New York in 1965, Reich 
notes that he “renewed acquaintance with some painters and sculptors that I had known and 
really sort of attached myself more to the world of painting and sculpture than to the world of 
music.”49 As a result of his connections with artists such as Richard Serra, Robert Morris, 
Laura Dean, Meredith Monk, and Bruce Nauman, Reich’s compositions received their 
                                                 
47Reich also composed a three-minute musique concrète collage piece called Livelihood in 1964, which used 
material Reich had recorded in the taxi cab he drove while in San Francisco. 
48Steve Reich, interview with Ev Grimes, number 186 a-i OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of American 
Music, Yale University, tape 186-a. 
49Steve Reich, interview with Ev Grimes, number 186 a-i OHV, tape and transcript, Oral History of American 
Music, Yale University, tape 186-b. 
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earliest performances in New York art venues such as the Park Place Gallery and Whitney 
and Guggenheim Museums.50 Despite a gradual move away from working with tape toward 
composing for traditional instruments, during this time Reich also developed My Name Is and 
Slow Motion Sound, both of which contained seeds of ideas that would later come to fruition 
in The Cave and Three Tales.51 
Through his affiliation with the New York avant-garde scene, in 1974 Reich met 
Korot at The Kitchen, a non-profit artist collective founded in 1971 that served as the 1970s 
and 1980s SoHo home of avant-garde performance and video art. Born and raised in New 
York, Korot returned to the city in the late 1960s after studying literature at the University of 
Wisconsin. Like Reich, her early career was marked by an exploration of the artistic 
possibilities afforded by new technologies. Yet whereas Reich was gradually phasing out his 
work with audio tape by the late 1960s, Korot was just beginning to pursue an interest in 
television and video as a creative medium. With fellow video artists Ira Schneider and 
Phyllis Gershuny, in 1970 Korot created and published the newsletter Radical Software, 
which aimed to “bring together people who were already making their own television, [and 
to] attempt to turn others on to the idea as a means of social change and exchange” through a 
mixture of analytical articles and technical information.52 Although not expressly tied to a 
social movement, the early New York video art scene, as expressed by the mission statement 
of Radical Software, was driven by a countercultural philosophy that espoused the creation of 
art and adaptation of technology for social and political ends. Video offered artists the 
                                                 
50Reich gave a series of three concerts at the Park Place Gallery in 1967. On the last evening, he reconnected 
with Philip Glass, with whom he had been a student at Juilliard. 
51See above, fn. 5 and 6. 
52Untitled editorial, Radical Software I:1 (Summer 1970), http://www.radicalsoftware.org/volume1nr1/pdf/ 
VOLUME1NR1_0002.pdf, accessed 19 July 2013. 
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possibility of bypassing the traditional art institutions by distributing and exhibiting their own 
work through alternate channels.53 
Shortly thereafter, and partly as a result of meeting Reich, Korot created her first 
multi-channel and arguably most influential work, Dachau 1974.54 In turn, this video 
installation would deeply influence Reich’s work in the 1980s. Dachau 1974, presented first 
at The Kitchen in 1975, displays on four horizontally-aligned monitors video footage that 
Korot had filmed at the Dachau concentration camp memorial site during the summer of 
1974 while visiting Reich in Germany. With a temporal structure that rhythmically 
interweaves Korot’s footage of Dachau between the four monitors, Dachau 1974 resonates 
strongly with Reich’s own early work with tape phasing, as channels (1 and 3) and (2 and 4) 
present identical footage that is slightly out of sync. As Korot has revealed, however, the 
temporal arrangement of video in her early multichannel works was informed not by tape 
phasing, but by what she has called “the first computer on earth”: the handloom. The 
weaving structure of Dachau 1974, inspired by her experience working with the handloom, 
afforded Korot the freedom to explore non-verbal and non-linear narratives.55 
Korot’s use of multiple channels would eventually inform her work in The Cave. The 
influence of Dachau 1974 on The Cave, however, runs deeper than the use of multiple 
screens. Dachau 1974 marks an engagement with history—the Holocaust—through a 
documentary focus on the present. Korot decided from the start to concentrate only on the 
                                                 
53Martha Rosler, Decoys and Disruptions: Selected Writings, 1975–2001 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004), 53–
54. 
54In 1973, Korot produced two single-channel works: Lost Lascaux Bull and Invision. Lost Lascaux Bull, which 
Korot has described as her comment on “the notion of the transmission and reproduction of information through 
the ages,” takes as its subject the Paleolithic painting of a bull in the caves at Lascaux, France. JoAnn Hanley 
and Ann-Sargent Wooster, The First Generation: Women and Video, 1970–75 (New York: Independent 
Curators Inc., 1993), 70. 
55Godfrey, Abstraction and the Holocaust, 153. 
 131
concentration camp as it existed during her visit in 1974: “In making this piece, I chose not to 
use anything about what happened there except the architecture which spoke for itself.”56 
Korot’s focus on the architecture of the Dachau memorial, rather than its artifacts, prefigures 
Reich’s and Korot’s own preoccupation with place and the present in The Cave.57  Finally, 
Dachau 1974 and its successor, Text and Commentary foreshadow the contrasting narratives 
at play in The Cave, as they both present, in varying degrees, multiple perspectives of the 
same or similar visual information. 
After Dachau 1974 and her next multichannel work, Text and Commentary, Korot 
abandoned video, concentrating solely on weaving and painting.58 Nevertheless, her work 
from this time arguably maintained an influence on Reich’s works, as it still dealt 
tangentially with World War II and the Holocaust. Her 1983 painting Let Us Make Bricks—
1942 refers to the Nazi phrase “Arbeit macht frei” (work makes [you] free), and in it, 
“windowed” images of train tracks are interspersed amidst a transcription of the Tower of 
Babel story onto canvas.59 Thus, this work coincides thematically with Reich’s own concept 
in the early 1980s of a documentary music theater work that centered on the World War II 
era, and more directly with Reich’s exploration—in Different Trains—of his own 
relationship to the Holocaust through the idea of trains. 
                                                 
56Ingrid Wiegand, “Multi-Monitors,” The SoHo Weekly News, 20 March 1975. 
57As mentioned earlier, earlier ideas for The Cave focused much greater attention on the archeology and 
architecture of the structures built over the Cave of the Patriarchs. See above fn. 23. 
58On Text and Commentary, a five-channel video installation that juxtaposes five weaving by Korot with five 
monitors that present enlarged perspectives on portion’s of these tapestries, see Beryl Korot, “Text and 
Commentary (1976),” PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art 24:2 (May 2002): 12–13. 
59On Korot’s transition from video to painting, see Beryl Korot, “Language as Still Life: From Video to 
Painting,” Leonardo 21 (1988): 367–70. 
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For Korot and Reich in the late 1980s, then, The Cave marked a renewed artistic 
engagement with modern technology, combining both artists’ fascination with documentary 
material and (video) tape media. It drew simultaneously on techniques and aesthetics that 
Korot and Reich had not exercised since their earlier works among the San Francisco and 
New York avant-gardes, and prompted a renewed engagement with political subjects. 
 
Sampling Testimonies: The Musico-Theatrical Aesthetics of The Cave 
The use of documentary materials within contemporary opera begs questions of what effect it 
has within a work, and how it functions. Contemporary American composers—in particular, 
Reich and Adams—have relied on documentary sources on several occasions, including the 
former’s City Life and WTC 9/11 and the latter’s On the Transmigrations of Souls and Doctor 
Atomic. With Reich’s work on Different Trains, The Cave, and Three Tales, the question of 
documentary use takes on an added level of complexity, given that the melodies and 
harmonies are drawn directly from the “documents”—in this case, recorded speech samples. 
Scholars are still grappling with how best to interpret the incorporation of documents into 
musical works. Amy Lynn Wlodarski, for example, has argued that Reich’s purported 
musical objectivity in Different Trains does not hold up under scrutiny, and constitutes a 
form of what Holocaust scholars term “secondary witness.”60 Given the theatrical nature of 
Reich’s three aforementioned pieces, however, I propose that their documentary nature might 
best be understood with reference to the tradition of documentary theater, which was 
experiencing both a resurgence and transformation in the United States during the 1980s and 
early 1990s when The Cave was created. Espousing the objectivity of documentary, Reich 
                                                 
60Amy Lynn Wlodarski, “The Testimonial Aesthetics of Different Trains,” Journal of the American 
Musicological Society 63 (2010): 99–141. 
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and Korot weave together video and audio samples to form the musical, visual, and dramatic 
fabric of the opera. More so than traditional, spoken documentary theater, The Cave 
foregrounds the use of media and technology, therefore arguably obviating the need to 
acknowledge the mediated nature of the theatrical material, as is typical in much spoken 
documentary theater. In the midst of this technological tapestry, the presence of the singers, 
in particular, acts as a conduit between authors and audiences, the electronic and the live. 
The use of documents as the material basis for theater has a rich history that spans 
much of the twentieth century, giving rise to a new genre: the documentary play. Unlike 
historical dramas, which typically rely on secondary source-derived facts to help tell a story, 
documentary plays utilize primary sources—in essence, the facts are the story. German 
playwright Erwin Piscator’s Trotz Allendem! (In Spite of Everything!) marked the birth of 
the genre in 1925, and the following year saw the entry of the word “documentary” into the 
modern lexicon.61 Using Piscator’s plays as a basis, theater historian Attilio Favorini has 
proposed a definition of documentary theater as “plays characterized by a central or 
exclusive reliance on actual rather than imaginary events, on dialogue, song and/or visual 
materials (photographs, films, pictorial documents) ‘found’ in the historical record or 
gathered by the playwright/researcher, and by a disposition to set individual behavior in an 
articulated political and/or social context.”62 The porousness of Favorini’s definition 
                                                 
61The term was used by used by John Grierson, founder of the British film documentary movement, to describe 
Robert Flaherty’s film Moana, and also by Bertolt Brecht to describe the plays of Piscator. “Flaherty’s Poetic 
Moana,” The New York Sun, 8 February 1926; Brecht, Gesammelte Schriften zum Theater; cited in John Willett, 
The Theater of Erwin Piscator: Half a Century of Politics in the Theater (New York: Methuen, 1978), 186.   
62Attilio Favorini, “Introduction: After the Fact: Theater and the Documentary Impulse,” in Voicings: Ten Plays 
from the Documentary Theater (Hopewell, New Jersey: Ecco Press, 1995), xx. On documentary theater, see 
also Alison Forsyth and Chris Megson, eds., Get Real: Documentary Theatre Past and Present (Hampshire, 
England: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Roger Bechtel, Past Performance: American Theatre and the Historical 
Imagination (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2007); Gary Fisher Dawson, Documentary Theatre in the 
United States: An Historical Survey and Analysis of Its Content, Form, and Stagecraft (Westport, CT and 
London: Greenwood Press, 1999). 
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highlights the difficulty in mapping the boundaries of the genre, and over the course of the 
twentieth century, different terms—Theater of Fact, verbatim theater, tribunal plays, theater 
of testimony, Theater of the Real—have been employed in an attempt to capture the various 
historical nuances and instantiations of the genre.63 
Documentary theater can be situated as part of the larger historical avant-garde, with 
similar purposes, practices, and origins.64 Piscator, for instance, worked closely with 
collaborators associated with Expressionism, Dada, the Bauhaus, and the Neue Sachlichkeit, 
and Austrian satirist Karl Kraus, another early practitioner of documentary theater, revealed 
his aesthetic kinship with the avant-garde through his advocacy of the work of Arnold 
Schoenberg, Adolf Loos, Bertolt Brecht, and other modernist artists.65 As theater historian 
Timothy Youker claims: 
Documentary theatre is an approach to art practice that aims to alter audience 
perceptions about how both documents and the theatre are produced, received, and 
evaluated. It does this not merely through its content or through a generalized meta-
theatricality but by employing avant-gardist tactics of estrangement, juxtaposition, 
genre-splicing, and audience confrontation. Through these tactics, documentary 
theatre presents criticisms of and/or alternatives to the ways in which dominant 
culture constructs, circulates, and hierarchizes the materials of memory.66 
 
Even as the avant-garde informed documentary playwrights, these artists, in turn, influenced 
future practitioners of the avant-garde. Piscator, in particular, can claim a lasting impression 
on the American theatrical avant-garde. Judith Malina and Julian Beck, co-founders of the 
                                                 
63See, for example, Carol Martin, “Theater of the Real” in Dramaturgy of the Real of the World Stage, ed. 
Martin (New York: Routledge, 2010), 1; Dan Isaac, “Theatre of Fact,” TDR 15:3 (Summer 1971), 109–35; 
Derek Paget, “‘Verbatim Theatre’: Oral History and Documentary Techniques,” New Theater Quarterly 3:12 
(November 1987): 317–36. 
64Timothy Youker, “‘The Destiny of Words’: Documentary Theatre, the Avant-garde, and the Politics of Form,” 
(PhD diss., Columbia University, 2012), 1. 
65Ibid., 18. 
66Ibid., 18–19. 
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Living Theatre, studied under Piscator in the Dramatic Workshop at the New School for 
Social Research, where the German playwright and director worked from 1940 to 1951. The 
Living Theater, in turn, went on to inspire a number of seminal American avant-garde theater 
troupes, including Bread and Puppet Theater, El Teatro Campesino, Free Southern Theater, 
and, perhaps most importantly for The Cave, the San Francisco Mime Troupe, with whom 
Reich worked in the 1960s.67 
For German documentary playwright Peter Weiss, the last element of documentary 
theater in Youker’s description—its oppositional stance toward the news media and thereby 
its implicit or explicit engagement with politics—is fundamental. In his foundational essay 
“The Material and the Models: Notes Towards a Definition of Documentary Theatre,” Weiss 
wrote: 
Although the means of communication now cover the globe, and bring us news from 
everywhere, the causes and relationships of the decisive events which distinguish our 
time and which condition our future remain hidden from us… Documentary Theatre 
is a reflection of life as we witness it through the mass media, re-defined by asking 
various critical questions.68 
 
The idea of documentary theater as an alternative to mainstream journalism continues to 
inform the tradition, and Korot’s comments on the aesthetic of experimentation behind The 
Cave reveal a certain kinship: 
In 1970, I was co-editor of a magazine called Radical Software which was concerned 
with creating new information formats for conveying information. The Cave was our 
way of creating a Theatre of Ideas based on the documentary material we had 
gathered, and in a sense, delivering the news in a whole other context, and through a 
                                                 
67Malina has stated that the aesthetic of the Living Theatre, early on, was essentially a Piscatorian one. On 
Piscator, see Gerhard F. Probst, Erwin Piscator and the American Theatre (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 
Inc., 1991); Judith Malina, The Piscator Notebook (London and New York: Routledge, 2012). 
68Peter Weiss, “The Material and the Models: Notes Towards a Definition of Documentary Theatre,” Theatre 
Quarterly 1:1 (1971): 41. 
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different type of delivery system...in this case to a theatrical audience by musicians 
and singers interacting with prerecorded documentary material.69 
 
From a cinematographic perspective, in The Cave Korot draws on a television aesthetic, in 
that she deliberately maintains in the interview video footage a strictly frontal perspective 
that mimics the camera angles used in television news programs.  As a result, the creative 
team referred to these documentary interview sections as the “talking heads” sections.70 
Through its engagement with diverse media and modes of communication, 
documentary theater is, by its very nature, both political and technological. For Piscator, a 
Marxist who viewed documentary theater as inherently bound up in political and social 
activism, technology provided the means to create epic theater, which would engage the 
audience intellectually by making them aware of the play’s constructed and fictional 
nature.71 Like Reich and Korot over a half-century later, Piscator juxtaposed live stage act
with film projected on multiple screens, and the fragmentary, collaged nature of his p
prefigure the dramatic structure of The Cave. For theater historian Carol Martin, technology 
remains a foundational element of the genre: “While documentary theatre remains in the 
ion 
lays 
                                                 
69Beryl Korot, phone interview with the author, 19 August 2013. 
70Nick Mangano reflected that this aesthetic also informed the staging and choreography choices for the singers: 
“From my perspective, I always describe this from a staging point of view as really a type of oratorio, in a way, 
in that there’s no dramatic action played out between the singers or the actors on stage that is not very much in 
response to or tied into what’s happening on the screen. At times there’s obviously a narrative that’s going on 
that simply tells the story in select pieces and there was an approach to this that material would be very 
objectively presented like newscasters. And that’s in fact where the image of the newscasters presenting some 
of that history, the more narrative portions of the piece [came from].” Nick Mangano, phone interview with the 
author, 23 September 2013. 
71See Erwin Piscator, The Political Theatre (London: Eyre Methuen, 1980); C.D. Innes, Erwin Piscator’s 
Political Theatre: The Development of Modern German Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1972). Although Brecht espoused the idea of “epic theater” in his writings, some theater historians credit 
Piscator with developing it as a practice. See also Jem Kelly, “Auditory Space: Emergent Modes of 
Apprehension and Historical Representations in Three Tales,” International Journal of Performance Arts and 
Digital Media 1 (2005): 207–36. 
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realm of handcraft—people assemble to create it, meet to write it, gather to see it—it is a 
form of theatre in which technology is a primary factor in the transmission of knowledge.”72  
Within the United States, the tradition of documentary theater is largely episodic but 
no less longstanding. In the mid-1930s, certain of the Living Newspapers of the Federal 
Theater Project—including Triple-A Plowed Under (1936) and Ethiopia (1936; banned from 
stage)—became the earliest and most visible examples of the documentary dramatization of 
recent history.73 Nearly three decades later in the 1960s and early 1970s, Martin Duberman’s 
In White America (1963), Donald Freed’s Inquest (1970), and Eric Bentley’s Are You Now or 
Have You Ever Been (1972) marked a second period of activity.74 The revival of 
documentary theater in the 1980s and 1990s, however, saw a new approach toward the genre, 
in which oral history, rather than transcripts, diaries, and other written documents, became 
the predominant primary source. Adopting the practice of using newly-made tape-recorded 
materials as the documentary basis for their plays, in the closing decades of the century 
American playwrights such as Emily Mann and Anna Deveare Smith contributed to a 
substantial body of documentary plays that includes Mann’s Still Life (1980) and Annulla (An 
Autobiography) (1985), Julie Crutcher’s and Vaughn McBride’s Diggin’ In: The Farm Crisis 
in Kentucky (1987), Barbara Damashek’s Whereabouts Unknown (1988), Smith’s Fires in 
the Mirror (1992) and Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992 (1994), and Todd Jefferson Moore’s In 
the Heart of the Wood (1994). 
                                                 
72Carol Martin, “Bodies of Evidence,” TDR: The Drama Review 50:3 (2006): 9. 
73Dawson argues that the American tradition of documentary theater may be traced all the way back to John 
Reed’s The Paterson Pageant in 1913. Dawson, Documentary Theatre in the United States, 66–68. 
74These plays address, respectively, the history of race relations in the U.S., the Julius and Ethel Rosenberg trial, 
and the McCarthyist House on Un-American Activities committee hearings into Communist sympathizers in 
Hollywood. 
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The chronology and techniques of The Cave, then, situate the piece within this 
tradition of oral history-based documentary theater or, in Mann’s preferred designation, 
“theater of testimony.” Carey Perloff, the stage director for the first production run of The 
Cave, agrees: “I am fascinated by verbatim theater and by ‘found speech,’ and the techniques 
utilized in The Cave pioneered techniques that are now quite common in the spoken theater 
world, so in that sense it was revolutionary.”75 Unlike much documentary theater, of course, 
The Cave is not about a specific event, per se, but rather a particular story—that of Abraham 
and his family—and its enduring influence on divergent narratives of identity.76 And, rather 
than placing the words of the interviewees in the mouths of actors who assume the 
interviewees’ personas, Reich and Korot foreground the documentary footage itself as the 
primary dramatic element. Nevertheless, the collaged construction of primary source 
interviews places The Cave within the documentary tradition. Situated within the increasing 
technologized and mediated culture of the 1980s United States, the turn toward interview-
derived documents might be seen on the one hand as a testament to human presence and 
subjectivity as the ultimate authentic, and, on the other, as an implicit recognition on the part 
of playwrights that objectivity is elusive and unattainable. As theater historian Derek Paget 
suggests: 
Documentary theatre in the New Documentary Dispensation is primarily a theatre in 
which the rhetoric of witness dominates…Testimony and witness have increased in 
importance as former certainties—and faith in facts as understood by the likes of 
Weiss—have drained away from ‘post-documentary’ cultures in mediatised societies. 
Documents have become vulnerable to postmodern doubt and information-
management (a.k.a. ‘spin’). But the witness’s claim to authenticity can still warrant a 
credible perspective.77 
                                                 
75Carey Perloff, email correspondence with the author, 16 July 2013. 
76However, as I discuss in the following section, The Cave maintains strong historical ties to the events of the 
1980s, especially the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
77Derek Paget, “The ‘Broken Tradition’ of Documentary Theatre,” in Get Real, 235–36. 
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For Reich, the appeal of recorded material—particularly vocal material—lay both in 
its authenticity (see fn. 22 above) and its multiple meanings. In a 1971 interview with 
Michael Nyman, he noted, “The first [tape] piece I did was for a movie called The Plastic 
Haircut…The exciting thing was that the voices, used as sound, nevertheless have a residual 
meaning which was also very ambiguous—it could be sporting, or sexual, or political—and 
immediately seemed to me to be the solution to vocal music.”78 In Reich’s early tape pieces, 
which were subject to manipulation via various processes, these voices sounded within the 
realm of the unconsciousness and the psychological, acting as aural “Rorschach tests.”79 In 
Different Trains and The Cave, however, the voice fragments undergo no such rigorously 
consistent processes, save Reich’s own intuitive processes of selection, ordering, 
harmonization, and counterpoint. Thus, the speech samples retain both semantic meaning as 
constructed through language, as well as ambiguous residual meanings that derive from the 
sonic properties of the samples alone. 
From one perspective, the use of recorded speech as the generative musico-theatrical 
material implies that life itself is always already theatricalized. But Reich’s is a theater of the 
real, and another part of the appeal recorded voices held for him within a theatrical context 
stemmed from a distaste for mimesis. Speaking with Jonathan Cott, Reich reflected, “I don’t 
really feel comfortable with the idea of singers acting biblical roles—that tenor is 
Abraham…hmm. We really have no idea how these 4,000-year-old characters looked, and 
                                                 
78Michael Nyman, “Steve Reich: An Interview,” The Musical Times (March 1971): 230. 
79Rob Baker, “The Art of Fine Tuning: Conversations with Steve Reich, Lincoln Kirstein, and Peter Brook,” 
Parabola 13:2 (1988): 52. Following on this idea, Gopinanth proposes that these tape pieces operate with an 
“aesthetic of the unconscious, in which manipulations of recorded voice fragments subjected to a consistent 
process unleash what we might understand as the political unconscious of those voice fragments.” Gopinanth, 
“Contraband Children,” 47. 
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it’s always rather awkward when someone portrays them. The reality is that Abraham and the 
others only live in the words and thoughts of the living.”80 As a result, Reich struggled to 
decide what role the singers might actually fulfill in The Cave. Although he initially 
experimented with having them repeat what had already been said in the “talking heads” 
sections, in the first act the two sopranos, tenor, and baritone sing only the narrative texts. In 
the second act, they musically echo the interviewees at times, and in the final act they both 
echo the interviewees and sing the narrative texts. Perloff reflects that the singers bring a 
necessary human presence to what is otherwise an intensely mediated experience: 
The singers didn’t play characters per se but they embodied the conflicts and ideas 
articulated by all of the witnesses on the screens. So in a sense, they were the ‘live 
witnesses,’ the human embodiment of the eternal issues and sorrows roiling around 
the Middle East. It’s one thing to see those ideas expounded on video, it’s another to 
hear them live, to realize that even if something being said is controversial or 
upsetting, it is coming out of the mouth of a real human being standing in front of 
us.81 
 
Nick Mangano, the assistant director for the initial production run and main director for the 
revised version of The Cave and later Three Tales, describes the singers’ presence similarly, 
and suggests a further level of complexity: 
I think the best way to describe that—and I’m speaking now for the talking heads 
sections, the interview-documentary sections—would be witnesses to those 
interviews that would then be conveying to the audience what was being said, what 
was being heard. So, they were witnessing, in a sense, along with the audience…You 
could look at it as almost a Greek chorus, in a sense. Of course, a Greek chorus in a 
Greek tragedy functions in different ways, but typically speaking, a chorus is there 
also a part of the community, in a way, to witness the story but also to give it often 
context and [an] ethical framework, or to question characters, that type of thing… 
 
I think what’s potent or theatrically viable is the witness of any kind of storytelling. 
These interviews, after all, were received by Beryl and Steve; they did the interviews, 
so that’s the on-camera dynamic. Of course, we never see Beryl and Steve; they’re 
                                                 
80Steve Reich, Writings on Music, 175. 
81Carey Perloff, email correspondence with the author, 16 July 2013. 
 141
not themselves characters in the piece. [The interviewees are] speaking directly to the 
camera, as you know. But then how do you take that to the next level and try to 
express this or convey this information or those points of view to the audience? And 
so, having the presence of singers standing there on stage, again witnessing, but also 
conveying story, basically—narrative and story to the audience—it’s a bridge, it just 
bridges the gap and renders it theatrical.82 
 
Mangano’s metaphor of the bridge is suggestive of multiple interpretations in two ways. 
First, the singers—and the instrumentalists, for that matter—bridge the chasm between the 
mediated, documentary video and the audience, in effect rendering the mediated immediate. 
Second, in Mangano’s conception, the singers are simultaneously audience members and 
storytellers, both witness to the sampled testimonies and bearing witness to the narratives that 
gave rise to these testimonies.  
Wlodarski’s study of Different Trains offers another conceptual model, in which the 
singers appear to function as a kind of secondary witness, a term often used in Holocaust 
studies for “intellectual interpretations of survivor testimonies that are advanced without the 
author revealing his or her own subjective standpoint or scholarly agenda.”83 As secondary 
witnesses, the singers could even be interpreted as representative stand-ins for Reich and 
Korot, thus bridging the gap between the authors and their audiences. The singers’ presence, 
as manifested their corporeality and vocality, further highlights the collaged, mediated nature 
of The Cave, which purports to objectively present viewpoints that are inherently subjective. 
Given the political nature of The Cave’s subject, Reich’s and Korot’s attempt at objectivity is 
understandable. Yet, as Mangano has reflected, “just the juxtaposition of two documentary 
sources, two people speaking, can already color [a theatrical piece] whether you intend that 
or not…So, a piece that seemingly doesn’t have a point of view because of its documentary 
                                                 
82Nick Mangano, phone interview with the author, 23 September 2013. 
83Wlodarski, “The Testimonial Aesthetics of Different Trains,” 103. 
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content can easily have a point of view.”84 In The Cave, the juxtaposition of sources gives 
the piece both its humor—particularly in Act III—and its political edge. 
                                                
 
“Reconciling the Family of Man”: (De-)Politicizing The Cave 
On 25 February 1994, an American-born Jewish religious fanatic named Baruch Goldstein 
entered the mosque that sits above the Cave of the Patriarchs and opened fire on the Muslim 
worshippers. By the time his ammunition was spent, Goldstein had killed twenty-nine people 
and left more than one hundred wounded. While protests and riots sprang up across the West 
Bank, the New York Times invited Reich and Korot—having recently completed an eight-
month European and American tour of The Cave—to respond publicly to the massacre. In 
their essay two weeks later, the pair discussed their documentary opera and offered their 
perspective on the history and significance of the location. At the same time, they explicitly 
disavowed art’s capacity to inspire any direct political or social change: “We do not think 
that The Cave or any other artwork can directly affect peace in the Middle East. Pablo 
Picasso’s Guernica had no effect on aerial bombing of civilians, nor did the works of Kurt 
Weill, Bertolt Brecht, and many other artists stop the rise of Hitler. These works live because 
of their quality as works of art.”85 
This disavowal of art’s efficacy is understandable—what artist would want the merit 
or success of their work determined by its ability to prevent atrocities? Their statement, 
however, would seem to belie the explicitly political genesis of The Cave, the development 
of which coincided with rising Arab-Israeli tensions in the 1980s. The early sketches, 
 
84Nick Mangano, phone interview with the author, 23 September 2013. 
85Steve Reich and Beryl Korot, “Thoughts About the Madness in Abraham’s Cave,” New York Times, 13 March 
1994.  
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outlines, and descriptions of The Cave suggest that Korot and Reich initially viewed their 
quasi-opera as step toward “reconciling the family of man.” By the time of The Cave’s 
premiere in 1993, however, Korot and Reich instead attempted a more detached, apolitical 
stance, shying away from answering the fundamental question they had set out to answer: 
how can Jews and Muslims live together peacefully? I argue, however, that traces of this bid 
for peace still remain in the music, text, and narrative structure, and that despite its purported 
neutrality The Cave espouses an Americanized vision of Arab-Israeli reconciliation. 
Korot’s and Reich’s statement in the Times conforms to what has become the latter’s 
professed attitude toward art and politics—what musicologist Sumanth Gopinanth has termed 
Reich’s “theory of political impotence.”86 It echoes remarks Reich made as early as July 
1969 in the avant-garde music periodical Source. In the article “Is New Music Being Used 
for Political or Social Ends,” which surveyed over twenty contemporary composers, Reich 
affirmed that while he had never written music for political or social ends, “Certainly any 
kind of work of art that gets out into the public will be interpreted politically, if there is any 
possibility of doing it. I think that the politics are more successful when the music comes 
first.”87 While not denying the possibility of politically engaged music, then, Reich posits a 
clear divorce between a work’s musical content—a product of its creator—and its potential 
political messages, which more often derive from audience perceptions than from an artist’s 
                                                 
86Sumanth Gopinanth, “Contraband Children: The Politics of Race and Liberation in the Music of Steve Reich, 
1965–1966” (PhD diss., Yale University, 2005), 41. 
87“Is New Music Being Used for Political or Social Ends,” Source 3:2 [no. 6] (July 1969), 91. The article also 
included a response from Lukas Foss that prefigured Reich’s statement about Guernica: “Dangerous art would 
be, I suppose, art that has political consequences. ‘A weapon against the enemy’ (Picasso). But did Guernica 
stop the Spanish War? No. It did, however, help to create a climate against violence, a climate for social change. 
It did influence the more intelligent people, which makes it something other than propaganda.... But I consider 
music incapable of directly stimulating action of any kind.” “Is New Music Being Used,” 91. As Sumanth 
Gopinanth has pointed out, the trope of Guernica and its inability to effect political change appeared first in 
Jean-Paul Sartre’s What is Literature? (1949) and later in Theodor Adorno’s article “Commitment” (1965), 
translated by Ronald Taylor in Ernst Bloch et al., Aesthetics and Politics (London: NLB, 1977), 177–95. 
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intentions. Central to Reich’s formulation of music’s political (non-)utility is that artistic or 
formal ideas for his compositions always precede any ideas of content. Indeed, in his 
numerous press interviews during the lengthy development of The Cave, Reich repeatedly 
took pains to express that, although the subject matter of the opera was politically charged 
and of contemporary relevance, the formal idea—combining video and speech-melodies—
always came first.88  
The 1980 origin of Reich’s idea for a documentary music video theater work certainly 
bears out this philosophy, insofar as the original subject matter and formal idea were 
eventually divorced. However, the official narrative of The Cave’s birth—that its subject 
matter was first decided at a coffee shop in November 1988—underplays the extent to which 
The Cave can be mapped against the geopolitical terrain of Israel and the United States in the 
1980s. Reich’s interest in exploring the Middle East conflict through opera stretches back to 
at least September 1986, when he recorded his first ideas for the work that would eventually 
become The Cave. In a computer file titled “Abraham & Nimrod,” Reich jotted down ideas 
of possible historical lineages that would illustrate the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (Table 
3.3).89 This document reveals two important ideas. First, the composer viewed the conflict, 
                                                 
88See, for example, Steve Reich, “Jonathan Cott Interviews Beryl Korot and Steve Reich (1993),” in Writings 
on Music, 72. Reich continued to espouse his “theory of political impotence” during the creation of The Cave, 
noting, “I end [Different Trains] not with a discussion of politics, and not even with a discussion of the 
Holocaust. I want to make clear that no piece of music can have the slightest effect on any political reality, or 
rewrite history…There’s a kind of irony and bitterness that this music is not going to affect the world in any 
way that you could write about in a newspaper. The final statement on the Holocaust is that you may have a 
beautiful piece of music, but the next day you’d be thrown into the gas chamber yourself.” K. Robert Schwarz, 
“Steve Reich: Back on Track,” Ear 14:2 (April 1989): 35. 
89“Abraham & Nimrod,” computer document, Steve Reich Collection, PSS. This document, which dates from at 
least September 1986, is illustrative of the difficulties posed by working with electronic archival documents. 
Some portions of this text file do not render properly on the computers at the Sacher Stiftung; they appear as an 
illegible jumble of numbers, letters, and punctuation symbols. Nevertheless, several portions of the text file are 
readable. In that sense, these documents are not unlike manuscript fragments where only a small portion is 
legible. The dating of these electronic files is also fraught with difficulty. Although the Macintosh computer 
system lists the date of the file’s creation as 2 October 1986, some of the notes within the document are dated 
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and perhaps its solution, as rooted in religion, and, second, the path of the conflict led into 
contemporary America. In one untitled column, Reich placed Abraham and Maimonides, an 
eleventh-century Spanish, Sephardic Jewish philosopher and Torah scholar who lived in 
Spain and Africa under Muslim rule. In another column, Reich listed Nimrod (who, 
according to Jewish and Islamic tradition, is a sort of polytheistic foil to the monotheist 
Abraham) and Wagner (a German composer well-known for his anti-Semitic views), as well 
as the outspoken American politician Jesse Jackson and Louis Farrakhan, the leader of the 
Nation of Islam. Although the left-hand column lacks a figure to balance Jackson and 
Farrakhan, further down in the document Reich noted the possibility of using Coltrane, 
writing, “Black contrast to Jackson - not King or Malcolm. Coltrane? Need to find interview 
of his to see what’s to be quoted.”90 Despite the then present-day resonance of the conflict in 
the United States, Reich emphasized the importance of engaging with the Torah, Koran, New 
Testament, and Midrash, which he felt would allow him to “get perspective on [the] roots of 
[the] problem in [the] Middle East.”91 In the late 1980s, international views of Islam had not 
yet become colored by the pernicious effects of fundamentalist terrorism, and, as I will 
suggest below, Reich and Korot emphasized the religious roots of the conflict for an 
expressly political purpose. 
 
                                                                                                                                                       
earlier; for instance, in a note dated “9/24/86” Reich reminds himself to “Go back to original Midrash” and “Let 
‘continuity’ come from there.” 
90Steve Reich Collection, PSS. 
91In primers on the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, however, scholars disavow that the contemporary strife has any 
ancient, religious roots, arguing instead that it is a distinctly modern, politically-born, conflict. See, for instance, 
Charles D. Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: A History with Documents (Boston and New York: 
Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2013), 1; Gregory Harms, The Palestine–Israel Conflict: A Basic Introduction, 3rd ed. 
(London: Pluto Press, 2012), 1, 3. 
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Table 3.3: Fragment from “Abraham & Nimrod.” Steve Reich Collection, PSS. Used by 
permission. 
 
Untitled Column Untitled Column 
Abraham 
Maimonides???? 
Nimrod 
Wagner-(Words of “Der Judentum in der Musik” 
sung to melody of Wauklyrie, or other) 
Jesse Jackson/Farakan [sic] 
 
Reich’s growing interest in the Arab-Israeli conflict conforms to a larger trend in the 
1980s of increasing Jewish-American interest in the state of Israel. Whereas the vast majority 
of American Jews in the 1950s and ’60s did not consider support for Israel to be an essential 
part of their Jewish identity, after the Six Day War in the spring of 1967 and the Yom Kippur 
War of October 1973 American Jews’ relationship to Israel changed dramatically.92 
Concerns over Israel’s vulnerability in the Middle East after its narrow victory in 1973 an
fading international support for the Jewish state led to concerted efforts among many 
American Jewish leaders to mobilize support within the United States, and U.S. politi
and government officials looking to revive flagging beliefs in America’s moral superiority 
and exceptionalism latched onto the Holocaust—and, consequently, America’s role as 
liberator—as an element of national identity.
d 
cians 
 
                                                
93 Reich’s first attention to Israel stemmed 
largely from a turn toward his Jewish roots in 1975 and a scholarly interest in the history and
 
92Peter Novick, The Holocaust in American Life (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1999), 
146–69. 
93Novick, The Holocaust in American Life, 155. Invoking the Holocaust became a central strategy in pursuit of 
this support. Norman Finkelstein extends Novick’s study to argue that Israel’s military strength and strategic 
alliance with the United States led to the creation of a “Holocaust Industry” after June 1967, which in turn has 
been used to “deflect criticism of Israel’s and [the American Jewish elite’s] own morally indefensible policies.” 
Norman G. Finkelstein, The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering, 2nd ed. 
(London and New York: Verso, 2003), 31, 149. Within the context of the 1970s and atrocities committed and 
endured during the Vietnam War, the representation of the United States as the antithesis of Nazi Germany 
helped to reinforce perceptions of American goodness.  David B. MacDonald, “Bush’s America and the New 
Exceptionalism: Anti-Americanism, the Holocaust, and the Transatlantic Rift,” Third World Quarterly 29 
(2008): 1106. 
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technique of Hebrew cantillation, and through his visits to Jerusalem in the late 1970s he 
would have experienced firsthand some aspect of Palestinian-Israeli tensions.94 
                                                
By the 1980s, the Arab-Israeli conflict garnered increasing international attention 
owing to intermittent violence.95 By the time Reich and Korot settled on the Cave of the 
Patriarchs and life of Abraham as the subject matter for their collaboration in late 1988, the 
Arab-Israeli conflict had taken on new intensity. December 1987 marked the beginning of the 
First Intifada, a Palestinian uprising against Israeli forces in the occupied territories. As 
Palestinians began to loose faith in the PLO and its ability to negotiate a political resolution 
to the conflict, militant Muslim organizations gained ideological and political footholds in 
the Occupied Territories. Whereas the Unified National Leadership of the Uprising (UNLU) 
and the exiled PLO advocated civil—primarily passive—resistance, Muslim Brotherhood 
splinter groups, including Islamic Jihad and Hamas (Islamic Resistance Movement), 
embraced armed and violent conflict.96 
The juxtaposition of Farrakhan and Jackson with (possibly) Coltrane in Reich’s 
sketch points to the composer’s awareness of the spillover effect of Middle East turmoil in 
America. As intermittent violent clashes erupted in Israel and the Occupied Territories in the 
 
94There are relatively few specifics about Reich’s trips in Israel. For a general account of these trips and its 
effect on Reich’s compositions, see Reich, “Hebrew Cantillation as an Influence on Composition (1982),” in 
Writings on Music, 105–118; Antonella Puca, “Steve Reich and Hebrew Cantillation,” Musical Quarterly 81 
(1997): 537–55. 
95Although there were no large-scale conflicts for several years after Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982, 
intermittent terrorist acts forestalled ongoing efforts at peace. Just over a year after the August 1982 ceasefire, a 
suicide bomber killed 241 U.S. marines in Beirut. Two years later in September 1985, a Palestinian 
assassination squad killed three Israelis in Cyprus, prompting the Israeli bombing of the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization (PLO) headquarters outside Tunis. Shortly thereafter in October, PLO members hijacked the 
Achille Lauro cruise ship in the Mediterranean, resulting in the death of Leon Klinghoffer, a wheelchair-bound 
American Jew. This incident became the subject of Johns Adams’s and Peter Sellars’s second opera, The Death 
of Klinghoffer, in 1991. For a historical overview of the Arab-Israeli conflict from the late 1970s to the early 
1990s, see Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 346–437; Harms, The Palestine–Israel Conflict, 117–
67. 
96Harms, The Palestine–Israel Conflict, 145–47. 
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1970s and 1980s, the national discourse in the United States concerning Israel became 
inflamed, particularly in the relationship between African-American and Jewish 
communities.97 Increasingly, some Black communities began to view the Palestinian conflict 
in terms of an anti-colonialist Third World struggle by a darker, oppressed majority against a 
whiter, subjugating minority. The 1967 conflict led to an anti-Israel statement by the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the 1977 election of the conservative 
Likud party in Israel, seen by opponents as an inhumane regime, raised tensions between the 
two communities. Inflammatory, anti-Semitic rhetoric from black nationalists such as Louis 
Farrakhan and Leonard Jeffries in the early 1980s marked a further disintegration of Black-
Jewish relations, and Farrakhan’s remarks, in particular, adversely affected Jesse Jackson’s 
first run for president in 1984. At the Democratic National Convention in 1988, during 
Jackson’s second run for the presidency, his was the only campaign to endorse a resolution 
calling for Palestinian self-determination. Even in its earliest conception, then, The Cave 
framed the Jewish-Muslim conflict through an American lens. 
Reich’s evolving descriptions of The Cave following the November 1988 meeting 
provide a window into his goal of creating a revolutionary music theater work, as well as his 
shifting sense of what is politically viable in theater.98 An undated outline of the work 
(Appendix 2)—likely one of the earliest—shows that Reich tied his exploration of 
Avraham/Ibrahim/Abraham to the modern history of the state of Israel. While computer word 
screens would convey sacred texts (the Torah, Koran, New Testament) and contemporary 
                                                 
97Cornel West, “On Black-Jewish Relations,” in Blacks and Jews: Alliances and Arguments, ed. Paul Berman 
(New York: Delacorte Press, 1994), 147–49; see also Clayborne Carson, “The Politics of Relations between 
African-Americans and Jews,” in Blacks and Jews, 131–43. 
98There are numerous computer files that show Reich experimenting, in prose, with how to structure The Cave 
and how to answer its central questions, but the limitations of space prevent me from discussing them here. 
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secular sources (newspaper and magazine clipping), audio and video tape would be used for 
a fuller account of Israel’s founding, Arab opposition to it (from 1948 to the present), and—
intriguingly—Holocaust concentration camps. This outline, more than other sketches and 
descriptions, reveals the strong thematic tie between Different Trains and The Cave. The 
impetus behind including footage of Hitler, Himmler, Goebbels, and concentration camps 
remains, of course, tantalizingly unknown, but the juxtaposition of the Arab-Israeli conflict 
(foregrounding, in particular, Arab opposition) and the Holocaust suggests that Reich saw the 
latter as a cautionary tale of what could happen if opposition to Israel became overwhelming. 
One of the earliest detailed prose descriptions of The Cave, created in early 1989, 
suggests that Reich and Korot were explicitly invested in creating a work that would help to 
negotiate and reconcile Jewish-Muslim tensions; the pair subtitled their prose introduction to 
The Cave “Reconciling the Family of Man.”99 In the early project description sent to the 
Brooklyn Academy of Music (Appendix 3), Reich and Korot wrote, “The present strife 
surrounding the cave and the conflicting views of Abraham/Isaac on the one hand and 
Ibrahim/Ishmael on the other leads us to search for a time and place when Jews and Muslims 
lived in relative harmony,” such as Cordoba, Spain in the tenth and eleventh centuries, or 
large Western cities such as New York, London, and Paris in the present day.100 After 
exploring these historical sites of peaceful coexistence in Part II of The Cave, in Part III the 
                                                 
99“Cave,” computer document, Steve Reich Collection, PSS. This document, too, had rendering issues on the 
Sacher Stiftung computers. The only portions of the text that were legible were the headings for each section of 
the description. 
100Brooklyn Academy of Music archives. Based on similar drafts of the project descriptions at the Paul Sacher 
Stiftung, the description housed at the BAM archives likely dates from February or March of 1989. 
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team had planned to ask the Jewish and Muslim interviewees from Part I “if there is a way 
for Jews and Muslims to live in close proximity without physical strife.”101 
Along with documenting historically peaceful interactions between Muslims and 
Jews, Reich planned to explore the concept of dhimmi, a political status whereby non-
Muslims living under Muslim rule were afforded certain rights and protections, such as 
independent, non-sharia courts.102 Using interviews with Palestinian Arabs and with Jews 
who lived in Yemen, Iraq, Morocco, and other Islamic countries prior to emigrating to Israel 
after its creation in 1948, Korot and Reich would examine one obvious precedent for 
peaceful co-existence. While the idea of exploring dhimmi status does not offer any firm 
insight into Reich’s political proclivities, the Muslim–Jew power imbalance reified by the 
dhimmi concept reflects the asymmetric political relationship between Israelis and 
Palestinians in the 1980s. In the work’s final form, however, this idea was dropped. 
The greatest change in the work’s conception came in its structure—specifically, the 
content of Act III. In early descriptions of The Cave, the third and final part was to focus on 
the present-day conflict, asking whether or not a resolution to the Arab-Israeli conflict was 
contained in the history and texts (the Torah and Koran) of the first two parts.103 In these 
descriptions, the repeated emphasis on the familial ties between both Jews and Muslims 
suggests that Reich and Korot, at least, believed that such a resolution was possible. Yet as 
they began the process of interviewing, transcribing, editing, and composing, the third act 
                                                 
101Ibid. 
102The idea for exploring dhimmi status is referenced in several computer files, including “Historical Outline 
Revised,” “Historical Outline Revised 2_19,” “Questions for Jewish Scholars_x,” and “The Cave-Outline 
1_20_89.” Steve Reich Collection, PSS. 
103Based on one of the project descriptions, at one point Reich and Korot considered a four-part structure for 
The Cave. 
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shifted away from directly addressing the question of Jewish-Muslim coexistence. Instead, 
by early 1990 the team had decided to turn their attention in Act III to the U.S. and Europe, 
to metaphorically “turn the cameras back on the audience” with interviews that provided a 
“cross-section of Western opinion.”104 In its final iteration, the third act consists solely of 
wide-ranging American responses—sometimes uninformed, sometimes humorous—to the 
questions posed to Israelis and Palestinians in the previous acts. According to Korot, this 
American perspective was fundamental to The Cave: 
[Act III focused on America] because we’re Americans, because that’s where we’re 
from and that’s the culture we know best. We don’t know the culture in the Middle 
East like we know the culture here. We say we are a Judeo-Christian culture but how 
many people know the roots of our story that lies in the Middle East, in that particular 
place? In 1993, the role of religion in culture was even further removed from 
common dialog than it is now. 
 
I can’t even remember that we didn’t know somehow we were going to come back 
here and do that. We weren’t sure how or what or where we were going to do it, who 
we were going to ask, but…it was just unsatisfying as we developed the work that it 
not [return to America]. We were greatly relieved when it did come back here, and 
that also added the fresh take that only America can offer…For us, the third act 
opened up a door to how complex the sources are and where they go in time and how 
they travel and change.105  
 
Given that the work was ultimately designed for American and European audiences and 
conceived within the context of American culture, the third act turn to the United States is 
understandable. Indeed, in Korot’s recollection, the piece seemed to have stemmed from a 
need to understand how the Arab-Israeli conflict had manifested in the United States, and 
how it differed from the conflict in its homeland. 
                                                 
104“The Cave-Book Description,” computer document, Steve Reich Collection, PSS. In this document from July 
1990, Reich wrote that “plans for interviews for the third part of the piece are the least formed now, but both 
André Gregory and Alan Ginsburg have expressed interest and we expect some other interviewees from the 
arts, as well as several not so well known. We will interview primarily Americans (including Black, Asian and 
Hispanic interviewees) and also some Europeans, and will aim for a cross section of Western opinion primarily 
(but certainly not exclusively) reflecting what is presently viewed as a ‘sophisticated and enlightened’ outlook.” 
105Beryl Korot, phone interview with the author, 19 August 2013. 
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Although the reasons behind the gradual de-politicizing of the piece remain unclear, 
concerns over issues of Islamic reception likely played some role. On more than one 
occasion Reich noted his fear of suffering a similar fate as British author Salman Rushdie, 
whose 1988 novel The Satanic Verses prompted Muslim protests, death threats, and, for the 
writer, several years of hiding. Reich went so far as to disavow any political motivations, 
claiming in 1990, “We are not trying to make a political piece, we don’t want to make 
enemies like Salman Rushdie did, and political pieces get dated.”106 Earlier, when composing 
the opening music of The Cave in April 1989 and considering the implications that 
orchestration might have for characters, Reich admonished himself, “Remember 
Rushdie!”107 Reich and Korot also went to great lengths to ensure The Cave was sensitiv
Muslim perspectives, screening the work for numerous Muslim clerics and scholars in 
advance of
e to 
 the premiere. 
                                                
Despite efforts to de-politicize The Cave, politics still bleed in around the edges, 
particularly in the opera’s handling of narrative. Viewed from one perspective, narrative is 
what drives the larger Jewish-Muslim conflict. As Carey Perloff, director the initial 
production of The Cave, reflected in 2013: 
[As a director] I am drawn to the collision of ideas and the ways in which live theater 
can foreground conflict—so The Cave, with its competing narratives about belief, 
about history, about ideas of morality and justice and religion—fit my thinking 
beautifully… 
 
To me The Cave was about the slippery slope of narrative. About how the stories 
which a culture tells itself become handed down in sometimes dangerous and ossified 
ways…Because the piece is built on contradictory narratives and a multiplicity of 
 
106Mike Daly, “Built on bare basics,” The Age (Melbourne), 14 March 1990. Reich also referred to Rushdie in 
Kidron, “The Cave of Machpela as a metaphor.” 
107Steve Reich Collection, PSS. 
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voices, it shows the myth of Babel in real time: the way that human beings are often 
divided by their language, and trapped in their own myopic narratives.108 
 
At a structural level, the very act of setting competing narratives side by side can be, 
in itself, a political act. In a 2003 international conference titled “Myth and Narrative in the 
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict,” the idea of co-existing narratives, or narratives that are 
recognized and legitimized by both parties in a conflict, was one of two preferred approaches 
to conflict resolution and reconciliation.109 Insofar as it presents Israeli, Palestinian, and 
American narratives in turn, The Cave models this method. A second, longer-term approach 
to conflict resolution is the construction of a single, bridging narrative that encompasses 
narratives on both sides.110 By weaving Biblical and Koranic accounts of Abraham and his 
family—the central narrative of The Cave—through competing narratives of Israelis, 
Palestinians, and Americans, Reich and Korot highlight a fundamental, foundational myth 
that might serve as such a bridging narrative. In a 2013 interview, Korot implied that at the 
time of The Cave’s creation, she and Reich saw the common roots of Judaism, Islam, and 
Christianity as a potentially positive, unifying force. Pointing to the international 
community’s increased, often negative, awareness of Islam’s religious roots since the 1990s 
as a result of radical Islam, Korot noted, “we, slightly before that, saw a different message 
[about Islam] than later came to be more dominant.”111 Even Reich, in a 1993 interview, 
confessed that he saw a peaceful message in The Cave: “The traditional Jewish view is that 
Ishmael’s and Isaac’s presence at their father’s burial was a sign of their reconciliation. And 
                                                 
108Carey Perloff, email correspondence with the author, 16 July 2013. 
109Deborah L. West, “Myth & Narrative in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict,” WPF Reports 34 (Cambridge, MM: 
World Peace Foundation, 2003), 3. 
110Ilan Pappé, “The Bridging Narrative Concept,” in Israeli and Palestinian Narratives of Conflict: History’s 
Double Helix, ed. Robert I. Rotberg (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2006), 194–204. 
111Beryl Korot, phone interview with the author, 19 August 2013. 
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if they could do it, perhaps it suggests Arabs and Israelis can, too.”112 Reich and Korot are 
careful in The Cave not to dictate how this peace might be achieved; doing so would push the 
piece from the realm of art into the realm of propaganda. Nevertheless, the central idea of the 
work’s conclusion—in Korot’s words, “that the simple act of breaking bread with the Other 
is also the most difficult in so many ways”—is fundamentally about reconciliation.113 
Similarly, for Nick Mangano one of the most powerful themes in The Cave was that “a 
common religion, a common faith, but then also for some just a common mythology, can 
actually bring us together rather than further divide us.”114 
More specific traces of Korot’s and Reich’s underlying motivation still exist. In one 
of the last changes to Act I before the work’s premiere, Reich amended the final line of the 
opera’s opening text from Genesis XVI. Since composing this movement in 1989, Reich had 
foregrounded the familial conflict that lies at the heart of the work by ending the movement 
with the only first portion of verse 12: “And he [Ishmael] will be a man of the wild; his hand 
against all, and the hand of all against him.” In a late change, however, Reich included the 
final portion of verse 12: “And in the presence of all his brothers shall he dwell.”115 This 
inclusion suggests a familial cohabitation, perhaps even a peaceful one, that answers in the 
affirmative the question Reich had initially asked—can Jews and Muslims live together 
peacefully? Reich’s translation, likely his own, lends this interpretation even more 
significance. Whereas most Biblical translations interpret the final line as a strife-laden 
                                                 
112Steve Reich, “Jonathan Cott Interviews Beryl Korot and Steve Reich on The Cave (1993),” in Writing on 
Music, 177–78. 
113Beryl Korot, phone interview with the author, 19 August 2013. 
114Nick Mangagno, phone interview with the author, 23 September 2013. 
115The final entry in Reich’s 1992 agenda is on 16 October, and contains the complete text of Genesis XVI:12. 
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coexistence—“he will live in hostility toward all his brothers” or “he shall dwell over against 
all his kinsmen”—Reich’s rendering, with its emphasis on equality and brotherhood, 
downplays the conflict. 
Reich’s harmonic structures in The Cave also point toward a conscious effort to link 
the Biblical characters. Despite the harmonic ambiguity throughout the piece, Reich 
nevertheless associated specific keys with each character, and used the harmonies derived 
from the speech melodies as the basis for the narrative text sections. For example, in a 
sketchbook entry dated 18 July 1990, Reich wrote out each harmony from the Abraham and 
Sarah sections. In an entry four days later (Music Example 3.5), Reich then chose several of 
these chords to serve as the harmonic foundation for the “Birth of Isaac” text (Genesis 
XVIII:1–2, 9–14, XXI:1–3). Along with these harmonies, Reich listed the primary keys for 
each family member (having already transcribed, harmonized, and ordered the speech 
samples for Abraham, Sarah, Hagar, and Ishmael). As if to emphasize the musical logic, 
Reich writes out the harmonic connection between Abraham and Isaac (“Isaac = D mi 
relative of F maj Abraham”), despite having not yet transcribed and harmonized the speech 
samples for the “Who is Isaac?” section. 
Over the course of working on Act I, Reich continued refining the harmonic 
connections between the characters. In the sketchbook entry dated 23 September 1990, titled 
“Related Harmonies,” he wrote out the primary chords for Abraham, Isaac, and Ishmael 
(Music Example 3.6). These chords serve as the harmonic centers for their respective 
movements, and, in the latter two sections, Reich emphasizes them by returning to them at 
the conclusion of the movements. 
 156
Music Example 3.5: Transcription of entry dated 7/22/1990 in Sketchbook #41. Steve 
Reich Collection, PSS. Used by permission. 
 
 
 
Music Example 3.6: Transcription of excerpt from entry dated 9/23/1990 in Sketchbook 
#41. Steve Reich Collection, PSS. Used by permission. 
 
 
 
Finally, the Act III focus on the United States—a stand-in for the larger West—also 
has political implications. The Cave, of course, played solely to Western audiences, and 
served to raise the international profile of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The third act 
functions, in part, as a critique of Western ignorance of foundational cultural myths; 
American avant-garde theater director Elizabeth LeCompte of the Wooster Group, in a 
humorous reply to the first of the five interview questions (“Who, for you, is Abraham?”), 
begins the act by asking, “Abraham Lincoln?” However, Act III also has the effect of 
inserting the U.S. into the narrative of a longstanding ideological conflict. The structural 
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arrangement of The Cave—the Israeli perspective in the beginning, Palestinian in the middle, 
and American at the end—implicitly situates the United States as a sort of teleological 
endpoint of the conflict, not unlike Glass’s decision in his opera Satyagraha to situate Martin 
Luther King Jr. as Gandhi’s ideological heir and successor. This arrangement also mirrors the 
narrative progression of Different Trains—the trial run for The Cave—which presents in the 
first two movements disparate geographic settings (the United States and Europe) during 
similar times, and returns to America in the final movement, re-orienting the traumatic 
memories of Holocaust survivors as situated in the United States. Following that albeit 
simplistic narrative logic, the future of—or perhaps solution to—the Middle East conflict is a 
kind of Western, American secularism that can accommodate multiple, contrasting 
narratives. Or, in another possible reading of the third act, the path toward Palestinian-Israeli 
reconciliation must inevitably lead through the United States. 
Although The Cave never goes so far as to propagandize, its authors’ claims to an 
apolitical artwork weaken under greater scrutiny. The very act of creating a work for the 
theater suggests some sort of political stance, insofar as theater functions, according to Baz 
Kershaw, as “a public arena for the collective exploration of ideological meaning,” in which 
“the spectator is engaged fundamentally in the active construction of meaning as a 
performance event proceeds.”116 While measuring the political or social efficacy of 
performance may prove impossible, it does not necessarily follow that performance has no 
effect whatsoever. Documentary theater, in particular, is frequently designed for expressly 
political purposes, and drama theorist Carol Martin writes in her seminal assessment of 
                                                 
116Baz Kershaw, The Politics of Performance: Radical Theatre as Cultural Intervention (London and New 
York: Routledge, 1992), 16–17. Indeed, after performances of The Cave and Three Tales, Korot and Reich 
conversed with audiences about the pieces and the questions they raised. 
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documentary theater in the new millennium that “as staged politics, specific instances of 
documentary theatre construct the past in service of a future the authors would like to 
create.”117 In The Cave, Korot and Reich construct both the past and the present in service of 
an eventual reconciliation between all of Abraham’s descendants. 
* * * 
By the time of The Cave’s premiere in 1993, the First Intifada was effectively over, signified 
by the signing of the Oslo I Accord by PLO chairman Yasser Arafat, Israeli Prime Minister 
Yitzhak Rabin, and U.S. President Bill Clinton in September of that year. One consequence 
of the struggle, however, was a rise in international Islamic fundamentalist terrorism, which 
spilled over into the United States in February 1993 with the bombing of the World Trade 
Center in New York. Over a decade later, the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center and the 
ensuing U.S. cultural climate would effect a subtle shift in the politics and structure that 
undergird John Adams’s Doctor Atomic, the subject of the next chapter. It, too, would utilize 
found documents as its source material as it engaged with a politically sensitive subject. 
With its unorthodox dramaturgy, musical construction, and embrace of new 
technologies, The Cave marks another American attempt at transforming music theater into 
an experience that can be brought out of the opera house and into the concert hall, museum, 
or any number of smaller venues.118 For all Reich’s talk of revolution, however, The Cave 
did not usher in a new era of opera. Few composers, apart from Reich himself, have followed 
The Cave’s path toward such an intimate integration of video and sound, although the 
                                                 
117Martin, “Bodies of Evidence,” 10. 
118A technologically related and equally innovative attempt at refashioning the genre can be seen in the operas 
of Robert Ashley, some of which—such as Perfect Lives—were designed for the medium of television. On 
Ashley, see Kevin Holm-Hudson, “Music, Text, and Image in Robert Ashley’s Video Opera Perfect Lives” 
(DMA diss., University of Illinois, 1992); Kyle Gann, Robert Ashley (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
2012). 
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influence of Reich and Korot can be traced into later multimedia music theater pieces by the 
Bang on a Can composers. Perhaps sensing that this might be the case, by the time of its U.S. 
premiere, Reich had begun softening his oppositional language toward opera: “I think this is 
a way to invigorate operatic life in America. It’s not something against the opera houses; I’m 
not saying, like Boulez did, to blow them up. I hope that the history of opera in America can 
absorb The Cave. In fact, I no longer see it as outside the operatic tradition, but as a bend in 
the road, an extension. And I can’t predict where that road will lead.”119 
 
 
119K. Robert Schwarz, “Is The Cave an Opera, and Does It Matter?,” New York Times, 10 October 1993. 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4. DOCTOR ATOMIC: FUSING ART AND LIFE 
 
 
A fraction of a second before 5:30 a.m. on 16 July 1945, in a barren expanse of the Jornada 
del Muerto desert 230 miles south of Los Alamos, New Mexico, thirty-two simultaneous 
explosions compressed 6.2 kilograms of plutonium into a supercritical mass, setting in 
motion a sustained neutron chain reaction that marked the birth of the atomic age. In the 
official government report on the successful testing of the first nuclear device, United States 
Army Brigadier General Thomas F. Farrell recounted the scene: 
The effects could well be called unprecedented, magnificent, beautiful, 
stupendous and terrifying. No man-made phenomenon of such tremendous 
power had ever occurred before. The lighting effects beggared description. 
The whole country was lighted by a searing light with the intensity many 
times that of the midday sun. It was golden, purple, violet, gray and blue. It 
lighted every peak, crevasse and ridge of the nearby mountain range with a 
clarity and beauty that cannot be described but must be seen to be imagined. It 
was that beauty the great poets dream about but describe most poorly and 
inadequately. Thirty seconds after, the explosion came first, the air blast 
pressing hard against the people and things, to be followed almost 
immediately by the strong, sustained, awesome roar which warned of 
doomsday and made us feel that we puny things were blasphemous to dare 
tamper with the forces heretofore reserved to the Almighty. Words are 
inadequate tools for the job of acquainting those not present with the physical, 
mental and psychological effects. It had to be witnessed to be realized.1 
Despite Farrell’s insistence that the explosion and its effects resisted the possibility of 
representation, sixty years later, in 2005, this event became the subject of John Adams’s third 
opera, Doctor Atomic. Farrell’s vivid remembrance of the first atomic explosion prefigures 
                                                 
1Henry DeWolf Smyth, “Appendix 6. War Department release on New Mexico test, July 16, 1945,” in Atomic 
Energy for Military Purposes (The Smyth Report): The Official Report on the Development of the Atomic Bomb 
Under the Auspices of the United States Government, http://www.atomicarchive.com/Docs/SmythReport/ 
smyth_appendix_6.shtml, accessed 13 September 2012. 
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themes and issues that resonate in Doctor Atomic: the interplay and commingling of science 
and faith; the imperfections of the representation and re-enactment of historical events; and 
the confluence of light and sound, time and space. Indeed, issues such as these inform many 
of the operas that have developed out of the American avant-garde communities, and Doctor 
Atomic confronts them even as it remains situated within the Western operatic tradition. 
Although its narrative is not as radical as that of Philip Glass’s Satyagraha and its 
incorporation of unconventional operatic media is less embracing than Steve Reich’s The 
Cave, Doctor Atomic, too, demonstrates the continuing influence of the avant-garde in 
American minimalist opera. 
This chapter details how Doctor Atomic, by means of an electronic sound design, 
documentary libretto, and (relatively) contemporary and politically-charged subject, works to 
achieve the avant-garde ideal of dissolving the boundaries separating art and life. The unique 
approaches to drama, theater, and music that Adams and his collaborators employ in Doctor 
Atomic are uncommon in mainstream American opera of the past thirty years, but have 
precedents in earlier theatrical and musical avant-gardes. Like documentary theater and its 
use of “found” objects—such as text, music, and images—as the material basis for a work of 
art, in Doctor Atomic Adams and librettist-director Peter Sellars constructed the libretto 
almost exclusively from historical sources. By having the operatic characters utter the words 
of their historical counterparts, Sellars and Adams infuse the opera with a level of 
authenticity and verisimilitude that blurs the distinction between fiction and non-fiction. This 
documentary impulse extends to the music, which incorporates a number of found sounds. 
The most effective musical deconstruction of the art–life boundary, however, comes from the 
opera’s sound design. In Doctor Atomic, Adams and sound designer Mark Grey incorporate 
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sound technology to effectively remove the theatrical “fourth wall” that separates audiences 
from performers and fiction from reality. By situating its creation and development within 
the context of post-9/11 American culture and its creators’ early career movements among 
avant-garde communities, Doctor Atomic emerges—like Reich’s The Cave—as an innovative 
attempt to transform American opera even as it presents a tempered political message geared 
toward a post-9/11 American cultural climate.  
 
Building the Bomb: Chronology and Synopsis 
Doctor Atomic represents the combined effort of numerous individuals, and its history 
testifies to the networks of collaboration that have acted as a driving force in the production 
of Adams’s stage works. These networks are at once transnational and interpersonal, 
entailing a continual negotiation of artistic visions and egos. In 1999 Pamela Rosenberg, 
soon to become the general director of the San Francisco Opera (SFO) after a long tenure in 
Europe, conceived of the idea for an opera based on the life of J. Robert Oppenheimer, the 
civilian scientist who oversaw the creation of the atomic bomb. Initially envisioned by 
Rosenberg as part of a larger, ambitious series of operas that revolved around the Faust 
legend—its tentative subtitle was An American Faust—the new opera would attempt to 
answer the question, “What does the myth of the questing Faust have to do with present-day 
American culture?”2 
A Bay Area resident, Adams has had a long relationship with SFO. Lotfi Mansouri, 
who served as general director from 1988 to 2001, had twice unsuccessfully attempted to 
                                                 
2Pamela Rosenberg, “The Faust Project,” Animating Opera: A Five-Year Plan of Themes and Series (San 
Francisco: San Francisco Opera), 7. The Faust Project was part of a larger, ambitious five-year repertoire plan 
entitled “Animating Opera.” At the beginning of her tenure, however, the bursting of the dot.com bubble and 
post-9/11 financial fallout forced Rosenberg to dramatically curtail her plans. 
 163
commission a new opera from Adams after co-commissioning and performing The Death of 
Klinghoffer in 1992. In November 1994, Adams and Mansouri discussed a possible topic for 
a new opera, but nothing came of their meeting. Four years later in October 1998, Mansouri 
tried again, approaching Adams about a possible commission. Although discussions 
continued for several months, in June 1999 Adams, citing other commitments, declined an 
official invitation from Mansouri for a commission for the 2003 season based on a classic 
American novel.3 
Just six months later in January 2000, Rosenberg approached Adams with her idea for 
an American opera that reinterpreted the Faust legend through the life of Oppenheimer.4 
Adams recognized the operatic potential of Oppenheimer’s story, but resisted the idea of 
presenting it as a retelling of Goethe’s Faust. Betraying his own interest in ideas of an 
American mythology and the nationalist impulse that informed the subjects of his earlier 
operas Nixon in China, The Death of Klinghoffer, and I Was Looking at the Ceiling and Then 
I Saw the Sky, Adams initially turned down the idea on the grounds that whereas Faust was a 
European myth, the story of Oppenheimer and the bomb was quintessentially American.5 
Furthermore, after charges of anti-Semitism led to an extended tumultuous reception for his 
                                                 
3Kip Cranna, “Timeline for Dr. Atomic” (Microsoft Word file, San Francisco Opera, created 16 March 2004), 1. 
This electronic version of the opera’s timeline (Appendix 4), created by SFO musical administrator Kip Cranna, 
includes several details not found in the timeline on the official Doctor Atomic website (www.doctor-
atomic.com). 
4The official Doctor Atomic website lists the first meeting between Rosenberg and Adams as occurring on 14 
January 2000, but Rosenberg, perhaps remembering incorrectly, recounts the meeting as occurring in November 
of 1999. Pamela Rosenberg, Donald Runnicles, Clifford A. Cranna, Jr., Ian Robertson, John Adams, Doctor 
Atomic: The Making of an American Opera, interviews conducted by Caroline Crawford and Jon Else, 2005–
2006 (Regional Oral History Office, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley, 2008), 2. 
5Ibid., 3. That this “European” idea came from Rosenberg is somewhat unsurprising, since Rosenberg has spent 
most of her professional career in Europe. Prior to her tenure at the San Francisco Opera, she served as Co-
General Manager at the Staatsoper Stuttgart, and after leaving San Francisco she worked as the General 
Manager of the Berliner Philharmoniker. The initially “European” idea offers yet another example of the 
complex transatlantic relationship that American minimalist composers maintain in constructing their own 
conceptions of American identity. 
 164
second opera, The Death of Klinghoffer, Adams claimed that he had no more operas in him.6 
Nevertheless, Oppenheimer’s story proved too intriguing for Adams, and in February 2002 
he committed to the opera, which was scheduled to premiere in the fall of 2005.7 
Adams immediately engaged Peter Sellars, who had directed and helped create all of 
his previous stage works, to direct and co-develop the opera. Within a month, Alice 
Goodman, the celebrated librettist for Adams’s Nixon in China and The Death of Klinghoffer, 
had also joined the project. By June 2002 Adams, Sellars, and Goodman created their first 
outline of the opera (Appendix 5). This earliest synopsis of Doctor Atomic, created with 
Goodman’s participation, indicates a more traditional approach to drama, in which a 
protagonist undergoes a tragic reversal of fortune. The sprawling two-act structure of the then 
untitled opera ranged from Oppenheimer’s work at Los Alamos in the mid-1940s to the 1954 
detonation of the first hydrogen bomb at Bikini Atoll, a span of time sufficient to depict his 
scientific triumph at the Trinity test site (identified in the synopsis as the “centerpiece” of the 
first act) and his downfall almost a decade later at the House Hearing on Un-American 
Activities (the central scene of Act II).8 The outline also reveals the creative team’s mixture 
                                                 
6Alex Ross, “Countdown,” The New Yorker, 3 October 2005. The Death of Klinghoffer faced numerous charges 
of anti-Semitism, particularly upon its American premiere at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. On its contested 
American reception, see Robert Fink, “Klinghoffer in Brooklyn Heights,” Cambridge Opera Journal 17 (2005): 
173–213. 
7This timeline would seem to contradict Adams’s later assertion that he agreed to the opera almost immediately. 
John Adams, Hallelujah Junction: Composing an American Life (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008), 
272. 
8Kip Cranna, “Doctor Atomic early synopsis” (Microsoft Word file). This synopsis was drawn from a 6 July 
2002 email (subject line: “attempt at synopsis of the Faust project which still doesn’t have a title”) that Pamela 
Rosenberg sent to various potential co-producers of the opera, informing them of the opera’s progress and the 
direction it was taking. The outline was the product of a meeting on Saturday, 30 June 2002 between the 
creative team and San Francisco Opera personnel. It mixes descriptions of potential musical styles and 
inspirations with scene summaries, and identifies a number of roles that were eventually excised from the opera, 
including Mitzi Teller (to have been sung by a mezzo-soprano), Edwin and Anne McMillan (incorrectly 
identified in the email as Edward and Elsie MacMillan; tenor and high soprano), Senator Bourke Hickenlooper 
(tenor), and Bikini islanders King Juda and his daughter (tenor, lyric soprano). Given its placement early on in 
the opera’s development, the synopsis is understandably ambitious. 
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of sacred and secular elements, not least of which is the portrayal of Oppenheimer’s story, at 
times, through a religious lens. Oppenheimer’s trial is described as a crucifixion, and the 
“Fresco of Huge Tableau of everyone present” following the HUAC scene suggests a further 
Christian reading of Oppenheimer’s downfall, bringing to mind Leonardo da Vinci’s The 
Last Supper. While maintaining a focus on Oppenheimer throughout, the opera would have 
probed other aspects of post-war American culture as well, including the formation of the 
modern military–industrial complex of the United States (embodied in General Groves’s 
transition from military service to the business sphere over the course of the opera) and 
gender politics (as evidenced by the parallel “men of science”– “women of numbing 
work/leisure” scenes in each act).9 
These ambitious plans, however, were curtailed when Goodman unexpectedly 
removed herself from the project in mid-2003.10 After a months-long period of silence, 
Goodman withdrew from Doctor Atomic, citing various reasons for her departure.11 Perhaps 
sensitive to the criticism she had received after The Death of Klinghoffer (which dramatized 
the 1985 hijacking of the Achille Lauro cruise ship by Palestinian terrorists and subsequent 
                                                 
9For an examination of a different operatic exploration of postwar gender politics, see Elizabeth L. Keathley, 
“Postwar Modernity and the Wife’s Subjectivity: Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti,” American Music 23 (2005): 
220–56. Indeed, Bernstein seems to have been a potential musical influence for Doctor Atomic. Like Trouble in 
Tahiti, the earliest conception of Doctor Atomic would have also included television commercials (Act 2, 
Scenes 5 and 9), although their content remains unspecified in the synopsis. 
10Although the creative team began trimming the plot slightly in early 2003 (removing, for instance, the role of 
Mitzi Teller), it was not until after Goodman’s official withdrawal in June 2003 that the opera shrank to 
encompass only the time span of the first six scenes of the earliest synopsis. The next earliest synopsis (date 
unknown) displays a few differences from the eventual form the opera took. Oppie’s Act I concluding aria 
“Batter my heart, three-person’d God” did not yet exist; instead, the act would have closed with a prayer to God 
by Oppie and the chorus “for strength and renewal.” Most notably, the opera does not end with the bomb’s 
detonation. After the explosion in Act II, Scene 3, an orchestral interlude (“Fallout in the Jornada del Muerto”) 
would have led into a fourth scene that re-enacted (with spoken dialogue over music) “the transcript of a 
telephone conversation between Groves and Lt. Colonel Rea of Oak Ridge Hospital.” The opera was to 
conclude with an epilogue, in which “Kitty and Pasqualita sing of hopes and dreams yet unfulfilled.” 
11The “Timeline for Dr. Atomic” lists her departure as officially occurring in June. 
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murder of a wheelchair-bound American Jew), Goodman publicly accused Adams and 
Sellars of steering the opera toward an offensive, anti-Semitic stance, with “Oppenheimer as 
the good blue-eyed Jew and Edward Teller as the bad limping one with the greasy hair, and a 
host of virtuous native Americans pitted against the refugee physicists out in the New 
Mexico desert.”12 Kip Cranna, the director of musical administration at San Francisco Opera 
and overseer of commissioned works, suggests a more mundane reason may have been at 
play: Goodman may simply have been overwhelmed. Cranna recalled in 2012, “I remember 
Alice complaining of this, that ‘Peter keeps sending me more books! How am I supposed to 
ever find time to read all these books he’s sending me?’ So, pretty much, Peter came up with 
the ideas and we were hoping that Alice would come up with the language.”13 Whatever the 
reason, Goodman’s stinging rebuke purportedly came as a surprise to Adams and Sellars, and 
the composer’s desire to avoid another episode of extended public controversy may well 
have been a determining factor in subsequent artistic decisions, such as the telescoping of the 
plot (which effectively excised the most controversial period of Teller’s career and any 
sustained engagement with the bomb’s aftermath) and the decision to rely on documentary 
sources (which allowed the team to claim, to some extent, both objectivity and authenticity). 
With the premiere approaching in just over two years and no libretto to speak of, 
Adams made a pragmatic decision. Rather than bringing a new librettist into an already well-
established collaborative team, he persuaded Sellars to assemble the libretto from various 
                                                 
12Tom Service, “‘This was the Start of a New Epoch in Human History’: John Adams is no Stranger to 
Controversy,” The Guardian, 29 September 2005. See also Michael White, “God’s Opera Writer,” Sunday 
Telegraph, 8 February 2004. Rosenberg suspects that more personal reasons were at play, possibly pertaining to 
Goodman’s work as an Anglican curate in Kidderminster, England (she was ordained as a minister in 2001). 
Rosenberg et al., 9–10. Goodman was also slated to write the libretto for Adams’s earlier I Was Looking at the 
Ceiling and then I Saw the Sky and El Niño, but she withdrew from those projects for various personal reasons. 
13Kip Cranna, interview with the author, 29 June 2012, San Francisco, CA. 
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prose and poetic sources, as the latter had done previously with Adams’s Nativity oratorio El 
Niño (2000), and as Adams himself had done with the text for his 2002 On the 
Transmigration of Souls.14 Sellars recalled the decision in a 2013 interview: 
Of course, as you know, we were really hoping that Alice Goodman would be the 
author of the libretto. So what I had done was assemble all of the sources for her and 
a lot of the historical research. And, in particular, marked passages that I thought 
would be of particular interest to her; you know, direct quotations or material from 
the classified documents that I thought would be inspiring to her as she wrote. So, 
when quite late in the process she sent John and me a message that she really felt she 
could not write the libretto, I then realized I had really already assembled the 
materials, the verbatim materials, of what people actually said and did, from multiple 
sources. And assembling that, and actually giving it a documentary quality, would be 
extremely interesting and powerful. Then, of course, in the spirit that all documentary 
at heart is also fiction, what John and I were looking for—what you always hope 
for—from theater, is poetry, of course. Because you don’t want to simply descend to 
a kind of literalism and literal-mindedness. So it was very important to find what the 
poetic voices could be that go up against the documentary material.15 
 
Constructed by Sellars by literally cutting and pasting various quotations and excerpts 
together and then arranging them into a sort of faux-verse poetry, the libretto consists of a 
patchwork of documentary and poetic sources, including wartime letters, memoirs, 
declassified government documents and petitions, Hindu and Tewa Indian religious texts, 
and the poetry of Charles Baudelaire, John Donne, and Muriel Rukeyser. Although 
seemingly incongruous with the otherwise historically-based documents in Doctor Atomic, 
the inclusion of poetry has a strong historical grounding. Oppenheimer was well-known for 
his voracious literary appetite, particularly during his time in Los Alamos, and his ability to 
quote from memory a significant body of poetry. His reading of John Donne’s Holy Sonnet 
XIV, which begins “Batter my heart, three person’d God,” inspired the naming of the bomb’s 
test site, Trinity, and years later, Oppenheimer recalled that various verses from the Hindu 
                                                 
14Adams and Sellars opted for a similar process of libretto construction in A Flowering Tree (2006) and The 
Gospel According to the Other Mary (2012). 
15Peter Sellars, phone interview with the author, 23 July 2013. 
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Bhagavad Gita had come to mind as he watched the nuclear explosion.16 Thus, in Doctor 
Atomic, Oppie frequently speaks through the words of Baudelaire, Donne, and the Bhagavad 
Gita.17 In contrast, pragmatism necessitated the use of poetry for the female characters. In the 
absence of any historical documents that record the words of Oppenheimer’s wife Kitty, 
poems of the mid-twentieth-century American poet Muriel Rukeyser give her voice, and 
Kitty’s maid Pasqualita (an invented character) intones Tewa Indian religious poems. The 
words of the chorus and remaining characters of Doctor Atomic are, with few exceptions, 
drawn from the aforementioned array of documentary prose sources. 
After Goodman’s departure, the overall plot of the Doctor Atomic transformed 
significantly; these changes, in turn, shaped both the dramatic and musical structure of the 
opera. Work on the opera began in earnest in September 2003, and by February 2004, the 
synopsis of the opera had begun to take its final form, with only a few subsequent changes. 
In its final form, the opera takes place in Los Alamos, New Mexico, near the conclusion of 
the Second World War, after the Allied Forces had captured Berlin and the Germans had 
surrendered unconditionally on 8 May 1945. While the war against the Japanese continued in 
the Pacific theater, scientists at the Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory, under the direction of 
the U.S. Army, inched closer to a successful prototype of the first nuclear bomb. With the 
end of the war in Europe and fears of a Nazi atomic weapon allayed, many of these scientists 
began to question their continued work on the Manhattan Project and the possible 
                                                 
16According to an interview that Oppenheimer later gave, the first verse that came to mind was “If the radiance 
of a thousand suns were to burst at once into the sky, that would be like the splendor of the mighty one” (XI, 
12). The more famous verse that later became linked with Oppenheimer and the bomb in the public 
consciousness was “Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds” (XI, 32). Robert Jungk, Brighter than a 
Thousand Suns: A Personal History of the Atomic Scientists (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1958), 201. Neither 
verse appears in Doctor Atomic. 
17For the sake of clarity, in the remainder of the chapter I will follow the lead of the opera’s score and refer to 
the protagonist of Doctor Atomic as “Oppie,” and to the historical person on whom the character is based as 
“Oppenheimer.” 
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ramifications of the bomb’s eventual use, even as they were motivated by scientific curiosity 
to find out if the testing of the so-called “Gadget” (the name of the device detonated at the 
Trinity test site) would succeed. 
 Set during the days and hours leading up to the detonation of the first atomic bomb, 
Doctor Atomic and its representation of historical events parallel the structure of the 
implosion-design plutonium bomb tested in July 1945. Just as space in the bomb’s core is 
compressed to achieve nuclear fission, the difference between time experienced by the 
audience and time represented in the opera steadily contracts. Whereas the opening scenes of 
Act I take place at an unspecified time in the week leading up to 16 July, the first act’s final 
scene takes place the night before the test, and Act II portrays the remaining hours leading up 
to the explosion at dawn. By the time the bomb is detonated in the final moments of the 
opera, the fictional time represented on stage has expanded to match the external passage of 
time experienced by the audience; Adams handles this effect musically, as discussed in a 
later section of this chapter. Although the conclusion of the opera is foregone (the bomb goes 
off), Doctor Atomic, in part through this ordering of time, attempts to express the anxiety and 
uncertainty surrounding the epoch-defining moment. 
The opening scene introduces the majority of the opera’s characters, as well as the 
moral issues they must confront. Between lengthy choral expository statements, Oppie and 
his colleague Edward Teller discuss some of the difficulties encountered during the creation 
of the bomb. These scientific hurdles, however, have begun to be replaced by moral ones: 
Teller reveals an open letter of protest written by fellow physicist Leo Szilard which voices 
concern over the impending use of the atomic device. Even as Oppie summarily dismisses 
the letter, the young scientist Robert Wilson announces his intention to send a letter to the 
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President of the United States urging him to refrain from using the bomb on Japan without 
first offering a demonstration of its effect. Having recently returned from a trip to 
Washington, D.C., Oppie reveals that several Japanese cities have already been selected as 
potential sites, and the scene closes with Teller asking, “Could we have started the atomic 
age with clean hands?” 
Scene 2 is set in the Oppenheimers’s home, with both Oppie and his wife Kitty 
delivering extended declarations of love and desire via the poetry of Muriel Rukeyser and 
Charles Baudelaire. The final scene of the first act takes place at the Alamogordo test site on 
the eve of the test. Even as the scientists continue to express doubts about whether or not the 
bomb test will succeed, a severe electrical storm threatens to delay and possibly derail the 
planned testing, prompting the project’s military director, General Leslie Groves, to berate its 
meteorologist, Jack Hubbard. The act ends with Oppie alone on stage, expressing his moral 
crisis through the words of Donne’s sonnet “Batter my heart, three person’d God.” 
Act II begins with an extended aria for Kitty that ruminates on life, death, war, and 
peace, and the orchestral interlude that follows (“Rain over the Sangre de Cristos”) marks the 
transition to the second scene, which depicts two locales simultaneously. While the scientists 
and military personnel at Alamogordo debate the possible success or failure of the bomb, 
Kitty and Pasqualita, her Tewa Indian maid, express their thoughts and concerns about the 
fragility of life. Scene 3 marks the beginning of the twenty-minute countdown to the 
detonation, during which the scientists wager on the outcome of the test. Kitty and Pasqualita 
continue their musings, and the scene concludes with the chorus enacting Oppie’s vision of 
the Hindu god Vishnu as the destroyer of the world. The final scene depicts the last five 
minutes of the countdown, as the characters wait in anticipation of the explosion. Following 
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the detonation, a recording of a Japanese woman, repeating phrases spoken by survivors of 
the Hiroshima blast, plays until it fades to silence. 
In what was arguably one of the most publicized and attended operatic premieres of 
the new millennium, Doctor Atomic opened on 1 October 2005 at the San Francisco War 
Memorial Opera House. True to many of the avant-garde traditions that saw the development 
of strong and continued networks of collaboration, the first production employed a number of 
artists who had worked with Adams or Sellars in the past. Adrianne Lobel, who had 
previously designed the sets for Nixon in China and such Sellars productions as The 
Marriage of Figaro, Così fan tutte, and The Rake’s Progress, designed the minimalist yet 
evocative sets for Doctor Atomic. The lighting design was provided by Jim Ingalls (who had 
previously worked on The Death of Klinghoffer and I Was Looking at the Ceiling and Then I 
Saw the Sky), and Dunya Ramicova, who had worked on nearly all of Sellars’s productions 
(both operatic and spoken), designed the historically-inspired costumes. Mark Grey, who has 
collaborated with Adams since I Was Looking at the Ceiling and Then I Saw the Sky (1995), 
created and performed the sound design, while Donald Runnicles led the orchestra. Lucinda 
Childs, who is best known in the operatic world for her performance in and choreography for 
Philip Glass’s Einstein on the Beach and had worked with Adams previously in 1983 on a 
dance piece titled Available Light, choreographed the dance sequences of Doctor Atomic. 
Although the majority of the cast (led by baritone Gerald Finley in the title role) had not 
worked with Sellars and Adams previously, James Maddelena, who had created the title role 
in the first Adams–Sellars collaboration, Nixon in China, appeared as the beleaguered 
weatherman, Jack Hubbard. 
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Despite its relative newness, Doctor Atomic has been performed in a number of 
venues. The original production of Doctor Atomic was co-produced by San Francisco Opera, 
the Lyric Opera of Chicago, and De Nederlandse Opera under Sellars’s direction.18 
Following its 2005 premiere in San Francisco, the production traveled to the Netherlands, 
where it had its European premiere in Amsterdam in June 2007. The production then 
returned to the United States for a performance run in Chicago in December of that year. 
Unlike most recent operas, Doctor Atomic received a new production shortly after its 
premiere. The Metropolitan Opera, citing dissatisfaction with some of Sellars’s directorial 
decisions, chose to forego the original production. In its place they developed a new stage 
production designed by Julian Crouch and directed by British filmmaker Penny Woolcock, 
who had previously directed the 2003 television version of Adams’s The Death of 
Klinghoffer. This production premiered at the Metropolitan Opera in October 2008 and 
appeared again with the English National Opera in February 2009. Another production in 
February 2010 appeared at the Saarländisches Staatstheater in Saarbrücken, Germany, and 
both the Sellars and Woolcock productions have received commercial DVD releases. 
With multiple productions and even more critical attention, Doctor Atomic is one of 
the most high-profile new American operas of the twenty-first century.19 As such, it not only 
represents the continued legacy of the American avant-garde—which proved instrumental in 
both Adams’s and Sellars’s early careers—but also the gradual transformation of the 
                                                 
18The process of creating and premiering Doctor Atomic is the subject of the documentary Wonders Are Many: 
The Making of Doctor Atomic. Wonders are Many: The Making of Doctor Atomic, DVD, directed by Jon Else 
(New York: Docurama Films, 2007). 
19For an overview of the reception of Doctor Atomic and its implications for the current state of opera, see 
Robert Fink, “Opera after 1945,” in Oxford Handbook of Opera, ed. Helen Greenwald [forthcoming]. 
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American operatic establishment, as artists once working on the peripheries have become 
celebrated mainstays. 
 
Adams and Sellars: Early Encounters with the Avant-garde 
When Adams and Sellars began developing their artistic identities in the late 1970s, much of 
the American avant-garde activity that coincided with Philip Glass’s and Steve Reich’s 
earlier works had already passed. As early as 1981, theater director and scholar Richard 
Schechner declared the end of the avant-garde, and numerous critics and scholars since then 
have reflected on the avant-garde’s assimilation into mainstream culture.20 Despite the 
generational gaps between Adams, Sellars, and earlier avant-garde and minimalist 
practitioners, both of the younger artists were nevertheless exposed during the early parts of 
their lives to innovative forms of expression that played crucial roles in the development of 
new theater, music, and visual art. Later, in the early stages of their careers, Adams and 
Sellars collaborated with various older artists that had taken part in shaping the American 
avant-garde. These experiences offer historians and musicologists biographical frameworks 
through which the unorthodox features of Doctor Atomic and Adams’s other operas may be 
understood. 
Adams’s engagement with the avant-garde began following his time at Harvard 
University. With a copy of John Cage’s Silence in hand as a graduation present from his 
mother, in 1972 Adams moved to San Francisco and became ensconced in the experimental 
                                                 
20Richard Schechner, “The Decline and Fall of the (American) Avant-Garde: Why It Happened and What We 
Can Do About It,” Performing Arts Journal 14 (1981): 48–63. 
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music scene in which Reich had participated half a decade earlier.21 This geographical move 
paralleled an aesthetic shift, as Adams rejected the high modernist musical principles of 
Boulez and Schoenberg that had been taught at Harvard in favor of John Cage’s more 
expansive approach toward sound. Recounting Adams’s early years in San Francisco, 
composer Ingram Marshall recalls: 
John was very influenced by Cage in those days. He was still involved with the 
experimental/chance school: people like Cornelius Cardew. John used to do pieces by 
Alvin Lucier, Bob Ashley, and others from Mills College, which in those days was a 
very experimental place. Most of his new music concerts had a performance 
art/experimental and theatrical element to them.22 
 
As a composition instructor at the San Francisco Conservatory of Music and director of their 
New Music Ensemble from 1972 to 1982, Adams immersed himself in the city’s 1970s 
avant-garde culture. By the 1970s, San Francisco had nurtured an experimental arts scene for 
nearly two decades, supporting such groups as the San Francisco’s Actor’s Workshop, San 
Francisco Mime Troupe, Committee Theater, Dancer’s Workshop, Open Theater, and Tape 
Music Center.23 Collaboration among artists and groups defined this cultural nexus, in many 
cases leading these artists down new artistic avenues.24 The diversity of San Francisco’s 
cultural life led Kenneth Roxroth, writing in the New York Times Sunday Magazine in 1965, 
to declare that the city’s cultural scene was “incomparably richer and of higher quality 
                                                 
21On Reich’s time in San Francisco, see Ross Cole, “‘Fun, Yes, but Music?’ Steve Reich and the San Francisco 
Bay Area’s Cultural Nexus, 1962–65” Journal of the Society for American Music 6 (2012): 315–48. 
22Thomas May, “Ingram Marshall on the Early Years in San Francisco,” in The John Adams Reader: Essential 
Writings on an American Composer (Pompton Plains, NJ: Amadeus, 2006), 67–72. 
23On the SF Mime Troupe’s development in the 1970s, see Susan Vaneta Mason, The San Francisco Mime 
Troupe Reader (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), 77–90. 
24For example, see “Morton Subotnick: Interviewed by David W. Bernstein and Maggi Payne,” in The San 
Francisco Tape Music Center: 1960s Counterculture and the Avant-Garde, ed. David W. Bernstein (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2008), 120. 
 175
proportionately than New York’s,” and this scene was still flourishing when Adams arrived 
seven years later.25 
Over the course of a decade’s worth of avant-gardist “happenings,” Adams formed a 
compositional voice and developed techniques that would serve him throughout his career; in 
the first concert of his New Music series, Adams combined Guillaume de Machaut’s Messe 
de Nostre Dame with taped city noises, a process he would later refine in On the 
Transmigration of Souls, which in turn would serve as inspiration for Doctor Atomic. During 
this time, Adams also grew increasingly familiar with the minimalist music of Glass, Reich, 
and Terry Riley, which would profoundly influence his most successful early pieces, such as 
Phrygian Gates, Shaker Loops, and Harmonium.26 Shortly after hearing Steve Reich and 
Musicians perform Drumming in 1974, Adams began programming minimalist pieces for his 
New Music Ensemble, beginning with Reich’s Music for Mallet Instruments, Voices, and 
Organ. 
Whereas early minimalist music arguably offered a structured musical experience 
with its rigorous determined repetitions and long-range structure, much other avant-garde 
music—often inspired by the Cagean aesthetics—was less clearly determined, and 
experimental music in 1970s San Francisco frequently allied itself with elements of 
performance art. Film, dance, and electronic music regularly collided, often unpredictably. 
This multimediality, which has characterized most historical avant-gardes, resulted in works 
such as Adams’s Triggering: 
                                                 
25Kenneth Rexroth, “That’s Culture in Them Thar Hills,” New York Times Sunday Magazine, 7 February 1965, 
28–29, 78–80; cited in David W. Bernstein, “The San Francisco Tape Music Center: Emerging Art Forms and 
the American Counterculture, 1961–1966,” in The San Francisco Tape Music Center, 5. 
26The success of Harmonium, in particular, led to an invitation from Robert Wilson in 1981 for Adams to take 
part in his multi-city opera production, the CIVIL warS, which eventually involved multiple composers, 
including Philip Glass, David Byrne, and Gavin Bryars. Adams declined the invitation. 
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I followed improvising dancers around the floor of a converted warehouse on Mission 
Street with a long-distance shotgun microphone. Each time a dancer hit the floor or 
slapped a hand or even grunted from exertion my microphone picked up the sound 
and caused circuits on my synthesizer to fire, emitting a loud sound. These I mixed 
with audio “found objects” I kept on cassette tape—everything from the sound of 
insect and animal noises to passing ocean vessels, cable cars, and the jostling of a 
crowded city street.27 
 
In the Bay Area, Adams encountered manifestations of the theatrical avant-gardes’ aesthetics 
in the performance art and films of the mid- to late-1970s, particularly through his 
interactions with Robert Ashley and his students at Mills College.28 Like the communally-
oriented theater groups of the 1960s, performance artists—who became the most prominent 
manifestation of the avant-garde theater in 1970s America—pursued the goal of eliminating 
the boundaries that separated artistic genres and divided art from life. The expression of this 
philosophy took various forms: the renegotiation of the artist–audience relationship through 
new and unorthodox performance spaces, the injection of autobiographical elements into art, 
and an emphasis on the temporality of art.29 Although Adams eventually grew disillusioned 
with the musical products of the Cage-inspired San Francisco avant-garde, the elements of 
the avant-garde aesthetic would remain with Adams and result in approaches to the operatic 
genre later in his career that deviate from convention. 
Although Adams’s interactions with the San Francisco avant-garde community 
exposed him to ideas that would influence his later compositions, Peter Sellars has exercised 
the most formative influence on his stage works. His expansive network of contacts and 
reputation as a director, recalls David Gockley, is largely what allowed Nixon in China 
                                                 
27Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 80. 
28Ibid., 81–82. 
29For an overview of American performance art of the 1970s, see Aronson, American Avant-garde Theatre, 
144–80. 
 177
performances beyond its Houston premiere: “Had Peter Sellars not been in that mix, we 
would not have had the Kennedy Center, BAM, or Holland Festival.”30 In addition to 
introducing Adams to the lighting and set designers, costumers, and many of the singers with 
whom the composer has collaborated, the frequent director and occasional librettist of 
Adams’s stage works has stretched the dramaturgical conventions of opera both visually and 
verbally, matching and frequently exceeding Adams’s sonic experimentation within the 
genre. Yet Sellars resists being categorized with the avant-garde, despite the unmistakable 
presence in his works of a directorial vision shaped by its aesthetics. 
Sellars’s discomfort with the term belies a thorough grounding in avant-garde 
approaches to theater. Growing up in Pittsburgh in the 1960s, he first served as an apprentice 
with the Lovelace Marionettes, a puppet theater that embraced elements of Japanese bunraku 
and Javanese Shadow puppetry in performances ranging from the works of Cocteau, Beckett, 
and French surrealists to Western fairy tales.31 After high school, Sellars spent a year in Paris 
where—like Glass and members of the Mabou Mines a decade earlier—he immersed himself 
in experimental Continental theater. Prior to and during his time as an undergraduate at 
Harvard, Sellars embraced the avant-garde’s liberation of performance space, directing and 
acting in plays staged in highly unconventional locations, ranging from shopping malls, 
supermarkets, and parks to swimming pools, elevators, and pickup truck beds.32 At Harvard, 
Sellars’s interest in the avant-garde extended from practice to theory as he examined the 
                                                 
30David Gockley, interview with the author, 30 June 2012, San Francisco, CA. 
31Maria M. Delgado, “‘Making Theatre, Making a Society’: An Introduction to the Work of Peter Sellars,” New 
Theatre Quarterly 15 (1999): 204–17. See also Bonnie Marranca, “Performance and Ethics: Questions for the 
Twenty-First Century: A Conversation with Peter Sellars,” Performance Histories (New York: PAJ 
Publications, 2008), 144. 
32For a brief summary of Sellars’s Harvard productions, see David Littlejohn, The Ultimate Art: Essays Around 
and About Opera (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 130–31. 
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work of early twentieth-century Russian avant-garde director Vsevolod Meyerhold in his 
undergraduate thesis. After graduating in 1981, Sellars traveled to India, China, and Japan to 
study non-Western theater firsthand before beginning his professional career in Boston as 
artistic director of the Boston Shakespeare Company.33 
Much of Sellars’s work in both spoken and sung theater has involved staging 
modernist and avant-garde pieces and contemporizing and interpreting classical works. From 
the plays of Nicholai Gogol, Antonin Artaud, and Cocteau to those of Sophocles, Aeschylus, 
Euripides, and William Shakespeare, from the operas and oratorios of Handel and Mozart to 
the twentieth-century stage works of Igor Stravinsky, Olivier Messiaen, Philip Glass, John 
Adams, Tan Dun, and Kaija Saariaho, Sellars attempts to present theater in ways that 
resonate with contemporary audiences and can serve as a catalyst for social change. To 
achieve these audience-oriented goals, he frequently draws on directorial approaches 
pioneered by the American avant-gardes, such as the inclusion of diverse media that confront 
the modern, adverse relationship between technology and culture or the staging of canonic 
works in contemporary, sometimes critically contested, settings.34 Beyond offering new 
dramatic potential, these contemporary—often American—settings allow Sellars to engage 
                                                 
33Despite the generational gap between him and most of the seminal figures in the American theatrical avant-
garde, Sellars has still collaborated with these older artists. While serving at the Boston Shakespeare Company, 
he worked with Elizabeth LeCompte and the Wooster Group on a multitextual version of Gustave Flaubert’s La 
Tentation de Saint Antoine that eventually became Frank Dell’s The Temptation of Saint Antony, and many of 
the Wooster Group artists later appeared in Sellars’s silent film, The Cabinet of Dr. Ramirez. The music of this 
film uses portions of Adams’s orchestral work Harmonielehre. 
34Among his operatic work, these techniques are perhaps seen most clearly in his polarizing 1980s Mozart–da 
Ponte cycle, which set the operas in the Trump Towers (Le nozze di Figaro), the South Bronx (Don Giovanni), 
and a New York diner (Così fan tutte). See, for instance, David Littlejohn, “Reflections on Peter Sellars’s 
Mozart” Opera Quarterly 7 (1990), 6–36; David Levin, Unsettling Opera: Staging Mozart, Verdi, Wagner, and 
Zemlinsky (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 69–98. On Sellars’s relationship with the 
contemporary media culture, see Marcia Citron, “A Matter of Time and Place: Peter Sellars and Media 
Culture,” Opera on Screen (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 205–48. 
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with conceptions of American identity on the opera stage and offer thinly-veiled critiques of 
various facets of American life, ranging from consumer culture to foreign policy. 
Despite and perhaps because of his concern for contemporary American social issues, 
a significant portion of Sellars’s work takes place abroad. Like Robert Wilson and other 
American directors of experimental theater, he has achieved a high level of prominence in 
Europe, to the extent that his work in America is largely supported by his European career. 
Indeed, Sellars and his career testify both to the limitations of the American theater scene and 
to the inextricable transatlantic ties that helped to create and maintain the American avant-
garde theater tradition: 
At La Mama [Experimental Theatre in New York] things were going on but even 
there it was European, as with Andrei Serban, for example. The main American 
artists of that generation, Meredith Monk, Bob Wilson, Trisha Brown, Lucinda 
Childs, they all existed because of Europe. They worked intimately in their lofts and 
then dreamt big in Europe…there was some way in which a certain type of art in 
America was European.35 
 
Sellars’s readiness to engage with American history and culture led to his 
longstanding professional relationship with Adams. The two met in August 1983 at the 
Monadnock Music Festival in New Hampshire, where Sellars was directing Haydn’s Armida. 
Already familiar with several of Adams’s pieces, he immediately proposed collaborating on 
an opera titled Nixon in China, which eventually came to fruition at the Houston Grand 
Opera in 1987. Recognizing the dramatic potential of Nixon’s visit and the importance of 
delving into their own culture’s mythologies, Adams eventually agreed to his idea. Sellars 
later proposed the subject matter of their second opera, The Death of Klinghoffer, and was 
                                                 
35Maria M. Delgado, “Peter Sellars: Identity, Culture and the Politics of Theatre in Europe,” in Contemporary 
European Theatre Directors, eds. Maria M. Delgado and Dan Rebellato (New York: Routledge, 2010), 379. In 
the same interview, Sellars notes, “I wouldn’t work in North America if it weren’t for Europe. Most of my 
productions are only made possible because of working conditions in Europe. No American theatre can match 
what is available in Europe. I’m dependent on Europe for most of my American work to exist.” Delgado, “Peter 
Sellars,” 389. 
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responsible for bringing Goodman onto the collaborative team for both operas. In addition to 
directing all of Adams’s stage works, he has also served as librettist for Adams’s El Niño, 
Doctor Atomic, A Flowering Tree (2006), and The Gospel According to the Other Mary 
(2012). 
Thanks in part to Sellars’s interest in issues of national identity, Adams’s dramatic 
works continue the American avant-garde practice of collectively exploring contemporary 
politics and mythologies, and they employ various unconventional techniques to do so.36 
Even his ostensibly sacred works, El Niño and The Gospel According to the Other Mary, 
examine contemporary social concerns by juxtaposing twentieth-century texts and scenarios 
with Biblical narratives. Adams’s and Sellars’s similar proclivities for American subject 
matter, however, belie differing views on the role of art and opera in effecting social, moral, 
or political change. 
 
“The ultimate American myth”: Defining the Post-9/11 American Collective 
Unconscious 
 
I draw my subject matter from my contemporary experience as an American. I find 
these stories, whether they be about presidential politics, or terrorism, or the atomic 
bomb, to be at the psychic core of our collective unconscious as Americans. We are 
defined as a nation and as a culture by how we respond to these themes.37 
 
That single image of the exploding atomic bomb is so expressive of our predicament 
as Americans in this time.38 
 
                                                 
36The San Francisco Mime Troupe, the Bread and Puppet Theatre, the Performance Group, the Manhattan 
Project, the Teatro Campesino, and the Open Theatre are among the 1960s and 1970s avant-garde collectives 
that frequently engaged with American subjects. Aronson, American Avant-garde Theatre, 80. 
37John Adams, “Interview: John Adams, Composer of ‘Doctor Atomic,’” THIRTEEN, 29 December 2008, 
http://www.thirteen.org/archive/artsandculture/interview-john-adams-composer-of-doctor-atomic/2044/, 
accessed 2 November 2011. 
38“NEA Opera Honors: Interview with John Adams,” YouTube, http://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=8dmu6JQadYs, accessed 19 July 2012. 
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Adams’s remarks about his operas suggest that he, even more so than other contemporary 
composers, engages with explicitly American subject matter through opera that is powerfully 
attuned to concerns of the present. With the exception of A Flowering Tree, his operatic 
subjects to date either have been drawn directly from twentieth-century American history or 
intersperse traditional narratives with contemporary American scenes, as in El Niño and The 
Gospel According to the Other Mary. Music critics reviewing Adams’s operas have pointed 
out his predilection for contemporary American subject matter, claiming that Adams’s 
musico-dramatic settings lend his topics “the timelessness and ambiguity of myth.”39 With 
Doctor Atomic, critics and creators alike linked the opera to the mythological content of 
Wagner’s operas; its apocalyptic subject prompted Sellars, later echoed by critics, to declare 
that Adams had “written the Götterdämmerung for our time.”40 
The discourse of myth that surrounds Adams’s and Sellars’s operas highlights their 
engagement with broader questions of American identity. Indeed, the frequency with which 
Adams frames his operas in terms of a collective American identity and mythology might be 
linked to the neo-Romantic impulse that underlies the continuing nationalistic desire to create 
the “Great American Opera.”41 At the same time, however, this discourse threatens to 
abstract the specific socio-political concerns that undergird their staged works and gloss over 
                                                 
39Matthew Gurewitsch, “The Opera That Chooses the Nuclear Option,” New York Times, 25 September 2005. 
See also Thomas May, “Introduction,” The John Adams Reader, xvi. 
40Thomas May, “Creating Contexts: Peter Sellars on Working with Adams,” in The John Adams Reader, 247. 
Joshua Kosman, “Using a Trinity of Unconventional Drama, Haunting Score and Poetry, S.F. Opera Confronts 
Our Age’s Most Terrifying Topic,” San Francisco Chronicle, 3 October 2005. Charles Michener, “Not Over 
Till Fat Boy Drops – Opera Takes on Los Alamos,” New York Observer, 10 October 2005. Critics also 
frequently described Adams’s music as “post-Wagnerian.” 
41Anne Midgette, “In Search of the Next Great American Opera,” New York Times, 19 March 2006; Leighton 
Kerner, “The Great American Opera,” Village Voice, 30 March 1999. Since the new millennium, this subject 
has increasingly begun to interest scholars. See, for instance, the conference titled “‘In Search for the ‘Great 
American Opera’: Tendenzen des amerikanischen Musiktheaters’” held at the Freie Universität Berlin in 
December 2013. 
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the creative tensions that inform their collaborations. Even as Doctor Atomic expresses a 
creative tension between composer and librettist-director, who hold differing views about the 
role and place of politics in art, it remains oriented toward a United States in the process of 
re-defining its identity in the aftermath of 9/11. In turn, Sellars’s and Adams’s views shaped 
the eventual dramatic focus and construction of Doctor Atomic, which offers an implicit 
critique of imperialistic, post-9/11 American foreign and domestic policy fueled by the 
ideology of exceptionalism. 
Pamela Rosenberg’s conception of Doctor Atomic as an American retelling of the 
Faust legend displays the pervasiveness of the mythological rhetoric used in narrating the 
story of Oppenheimer and the atomic bomb. The earliest government-sanctioned accounts of 
the bomb’s creation employed both biblical and mythological rhetoric to abstract the specific 
historical and military context and place its creation within the larger teleological framework 
of the United States’ ascent to become a global superpower.42 Journalist William L. 
Laurence, in chronicling the explosion at Alamogordo, patriotically reflected that “for a 
fleeting instant [the bomb’s mushroom cloud] took the form of the Statue of Liberty 
magnified many times,”43 and the weaponization of the atom marked the military dawn of 
“The American Century” that Life magazine had predicted four years earlier in 1941. As the 
United States began to recover from the Great Depression and the globe became increasingly 
embroiled in war, Life founder Henry R. Luce envisioned a period of “American 
                                                 
42David Seed, Under the Shadow: The Atomic Bomb and Cold War Narratives (Kent, OH: Kent State 
University Press, 2013), 24–26. 
43William L. Laurence, “The Atomic Age Begins,” in Men and atoms: The Discovery, the Uses, and the Future 
of Atomic Energy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1959), 10. 
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internationalism” in which the nation could assert its influence. “The complete opportunity of 
leadership,” he wrote, “is ours.”44 
The choice of Oppenheimer as the opera’s subject played into Adams’s longstanding 
penchant for employing mythological conceits and Jungian terminology to discuss his 
operatic works; in one interview prior to the premiere, Adams claimed that “the Los Alamos 
story and the bomb in particular is the ultimate American myth.”45 As Adams recalled, his 
interest in Jungian theories of myth roughly coincided with his first steps toward opera: 
I’d recently done a film score for a documentary about Carl Jung and had been 
spending a lot of time with Wagner’s operas. I was thinking a lot about myth-making, 
and that put me very much in the mood to create my own opera, but I had no idea 
what the theme should be. Then I met Peter [Sellars] in 1983, and he proposed the 
idea and even the title for Nixon in China…I eventually realized it was a perfect idea, 
and that it was right to find our mythology in our own contemporary history.46 
 
Yet if his earlier operas looked outward to explore American archetypes within manifestly 
international contexts—China in Nixon and the Middle East in Klinghoffer—then Doctor 
Atomic turns inward, promising an introspective dramatization of the United States’ 
actualization of exceptionalism. With Doctor Atomic, although Adams initially latched onto 
the Faust angle, he later came to resist the connection, despite strong resonances in 
Oppenheimer’s biography of the Faustian idea of pursuing knowledge and power at the 
                                                 
44Henry R. Luce, “The American Century,” Life, 17 February 1941. 
45Matthew Gurewitsch, “The Opera That Chooses the Nuclear Option.” 
46“The Myth of History,” The Metropolitan Opera, http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/broadcast/ 
template.aspx?id=14718, accessed 2 November 2011. On Adams’s other encounters with Jungian psychology, 
see Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 120; Thomas May, “Ingram Marshall on the Early Years in San Francisco,” 
The John Adams Reader, 69. On Jungian conceptions of myth, see Stephen F. Walker, Jung and the Jungians 
on Myth: An Introduction (New York and London: Garland, 1995). The subject of the atomic bomb as 
archetypal image served as the primary theme in a panel discussion, sponsored by the Jung Institute of San 
Francisco and titled “The Faust Myth and the Archetype of the Apocalypse,” in which Adams participated with 
Jungian analysts in the week after the opera’s premiere. For a slightly expanded version of a talk given at the 
Jung Institute-sponsored event, see Karlyn Ward, “Batter My Heart…,” The San Francisco Jung Institute 
Library Journal 25:1 (2006): 51–77. 
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expense of one’s soul. Adams’s resistance to the Faustian myth owes, perhaps, to the fact that 
acknowledging the analogy would implicitly cast either General Groves or Edward Teller as 
Mephistopheles, and thus open the authors up to accusations of anti-government propaganda 
or, worse, anti-Semitism. In light of Klinghoffer’s turbulent reception and the virulent 
accusations of anti-Semitism and condoning terrorism, Adams would have been 
understandably wary of creating an opening for such criticism. 
Adams’s refusal to acknowledge the Faustian overtones of the story has further 
implications, insofar as it evinces a vaguely Americanist attitude by couching his decision in 
exceptionalist rhetoric. Adams repeatedly emphasized Doctor Atomic’s divorce from 
European myth. In an interview shortly before the opera’s premiere, Adams claimed: “I 
decided early on that I didn’t want this baby to come into the world carrying that baggage. 
Because I think Americans really have their own mythology. I mean, what could be more 
mythic than the atomic bomb? My God. Who needs to talk about Faust?”47 Elsewhere, 
Adams’s rhetoric suggests that while the events he deals with are uniquely American, they 
are nevertheless universal insofar as they represent a new global reality that older European 
myths are incapable of expressing: 
I didn’t want the burden of having to even subconsciously think about referring to an 
established myth. I felt that what the atomic bomb says about the human species’ 
relationship to the planet is something even a mind as great as Goethe’s couldn’t have 
imagined. These events like the Holocaust, like space travel, (the invention of) atomic 
weapons, computers, they’re just events of such profound psychic power, they’ve 
absolutely altered what I call the psychic landscape. So in a sense, we’ve had to 
develop a new mythology.48 
 
                                                 
47Richard Scheinin, “Adams & Atoms – Oppenheimer and the Bomb Explored in New Opera from Pulitzer-
Prize Winning Composer,” San Jose Mercury News, 29 September 2005.  
48Timothy Mangan, “The Composer and the Bomb,” Orange County Register, 25 September 2005. For a series 
of critical responses to the idea of an “American Century,” see Andrew J. Bacevitch, ed., The Short American 
Century: A Postmortem (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 2012). 
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Perhaps as a result of his avoidance of the Faust parallel, or perhaps as a result of the 
contested representations of terrorists and Jews in the original version of Klinghoffer, 
sometime during the development of the opera Adams began to envision the bomb—not the 
physicist—as the opera’s true focus: “And of course the atomic bomb, the subject from 
Doctor Atomic—I mean, if that isn’t the archetypal image that expresses the condition of the 
human species, you know, in our time, I don’t know what is.”49 Curiously, Adams began 
discussing the bomb in much the same way that he discussed the characters of his earlier 
operas, which he described in 1988 as “archetypes” or “microcosms” that “exist in the 
national consciousness as figures who constitute certain of our own experiences in life.”50 
Adams’s repeated statements concerning the at-once universal and specifically American 
nature of the atomic bomb point to a conflation of global and American identities, whereby 
the “national consciousness” of the United States stands in for a larger human state of being. 
At the same time, his identification of the atomic bomb as an expression of the human 
condition suggests a perspective colored by his childhood and adolescent experiences of the 
Cold War era. Indeed, in his autobiography, Adams described the bomb as the 
“overwhelming, irresistible, inescapable image that dominated the psychic activity of my 
childhood.”51 
In keeping with the importance placed by Adams on the image of the bomb, the 
“Gadget” figures prominently in the opera’s visual design. In the premiere production, the 
figures onstage must continually confront the bomb, consciously or unconsciously. 
                                                 
49“Composer John Adams Discusses his operatic works,” YouTube, http://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=JQ1fDUHb3LQ, accessed 20 July 2012. 
50John Adams, “John Adams. Composer. Berkeley,” ARTSREVIEW 5, no. 1. America’s Opera, ed. Dodie 
Kazanjian (Washington, DC: National Endowment for the Arts, 1988), 91. 
51Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 271–72. 
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Beginning in the third scene of the first act, the bomb hangs suspended as an omnipresent 
threat throughout the remainder of the opera. Whereas Act II, Scenes 2 and 3 take place at 
the Alamogordo test site, Scene 1 takes place at the Oppenheimers’ house in Los Alamos, but 
the bomb nevertheless remains present, hanging over the crib of the Oppenheimers’s infant 
daughter.52 
In choosing the bomb as the opera’s focus, Adams and Sellars allow for a variety of 
responses to the bomb from the characters in the opera. Yet they avoid condemning the bomb 
and its creators, choosing instead to emphasize the moral ambiguity of the bomb, the use of 
which is typically justified in American historical narratives by the likelihood that it saved 
more lives than it took. By presenting an array of reactions to the bomb’s presence on stage, 
Adams and Sellars invite audience members to consider their own relation to the threat of 
nuclear weapons. On one level, Doctor Atomic’s authors and audiences would have been 
aware of the bomb’s significance given post-9/11 fears of a nuclear terrorist attack.53 Adams 
would have been particularly attuned to this issue during the early conceptual phase of 
Doctor Atomic, having been commissioned by the New York Philharmonic to commemorate 
musically the attacks on their one-year anniversary. Adams and Sellars, therefore, offer 
audiences a chance to reflect on an American-made product of science that remains an 
expression of American power and vulnerability in an increasingly globalized world. The 
bomb also serves, at least for some, as an expression of American culpability for the only use 
of atomic weapons on a civilian population in history. Yet, by having Oppenheimer and the 
                                                 
52Tim Page of The Washington Post felt the visual juxtaposition of the bomb and the crib was trite, writing, 
“Motherhood = good; nuclear weapons = bad. Hey, thanks, man!” Tim Page, “‘Doctor Atomic’: Unleasing 
Powerful Forces,” The Washington Post, 3 October 2005. 
53Steven Kull, “Americans on WMD Proliferation: A PIPA/Knowledge Networks Study,” Program on 
International Policy Attitudes, http://www.pipa.org/archives/us_opinion.php (accessed 1 February 2013). 
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other Los Alamos scientists express their ethical misgivings, and by limiting the temporal 
and geographic scope of the opera to Los Alamos in the days leading up to the detonation, 
Adams and Sellars deny the opera any clearly identifiable antagonists on whom blame might 
be placed. 
For Adams, Doctor Atomic presents an opportunity to engage operatically with what 
he called the “ultimate American myth” and “symbol of the American dream”: the creation 
of the atomic bomb.54 For Sellars, the opera provides a means for trenchantly criticizing 
post-9/11 overreach by democratic governments worldwide. Both, however, maintain an 
interest in ideas of mythology, and Adams’s interest in opera as a means for developing a 
national mythology parallels Sellars’s own motivations as a director. In a 1984 interview
which would have roughly coincided with the genesis of Nixon in China, Sellars described 
his work as a director as an attempt “to set up a genuine mythological system in which a set 
of images resonates, allowing a certain society to talk about itself.”
, 
 by 
fghan war.  
                                                
55 This statement helps 
elucidate the reasoning underlying Sellars’s staging of canonic works in modern settings;
utilizing images familiar to contemporary audiences, Sellars allows them to forge 
connections between the musical or theatrical work they are experiencing and their own 
present-day conditions. During the early development of Doctor Atomic in 2002 and 2003, 
for instance, Sellars staged a production of Antonin Artaud’s 1947 radio play For an End to 
the Judgment of God as a Pentagon press conference about the A
 
54Matthew Gurewitsch, “The Opera That Chooses the Nuclear Option;”Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 268; 
Hamlin, “Playing with Fire.” 
55Don Shewey, “‘I Hate Decoration Onstage’: Director Peter Sellars Talks about Design,” Theatre Crafts 
(January 1984): 27; quoted in Maria M. Delgado, “‘Making Theatre, Making a Society’: An Introduction to the 
Work of Peter Sellars,” New Theatre Quarterly 15 (1999): 212. 
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Sellars holds to the belief that art offers an opportunity to effect social and moral 
change. For several years, he has served on the faculty of the World Arts and Cultures 
department at the University of California, Los Angeles, in which he has offered two courses: 
“Art as Social Action” and “Art as Moral Action.” While still interested in the dramatic 
potential of Oppenheimer as a character and in the moral implications of the atomic bomb, in 
Doctor Atomic Sellars is primarily concerned with constructing a parable of concentrated 
power and unchecked American exceptionalism.  In a 2013 interview, Sellars reflected: 
In the twenty-first century we were all confronted by the specter of the national 
security state, and massive decisions being made for all of humanity by a very small 
group of people in underground conference rooms. So, [Doctor Atomic addresses] 
that idea that democracy is not a representative entity anymore, but so-called 
democratic governments all over the world are operating in complete violation of any 
kind of agreement with their citizens, and a whole series of decisions has been made 
on our behalf with no consultation, and they’re extremely dangerous decisions. The 
birth of that national security state was the atomic project…This gave us a way of 
talking about a period where a kind of state-within-the-state was created and where 
large-scale decisions that had devastating consequences, short and long term, were 
made by a bunch of people, a small group of people, who did consider themselves as 
gods.56 
 
More than simply expressing re-awakened nuclear anxieties, Doctor Atomic, from Sellars’s 
perspective, critiques the post-Cold War American exceptionalism—memorably captured by 
Francis Fukuyama’s 1989 proclamation of the “End of History” after the downfall of the 
Soviet Union and the triumph of America’s free-market economy and liberal democracy—
that experienced a resurgence after 9/11 and manifested via the foreign policy and military 
decisions of the Bush administration.57 
In the earliest synopsis of Doctor Atomic, this critique of the developing military-
industrial complex plays out over the second act depiction of Oppenheimer’s 1954 fall from 
                                                 
56Peter Sellars, phone interview with the author, 23 July 2013. 
57Francis Fukuyama, “The End of History?” The National Interest 16 (Summer 1989): 3–18. 
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power.58 The victims of the Los Alamos team’s pursuit of knowledge would have been 
enacted not by the Hiroshima and Nagasaki survivors, but by King Juda and the indigenous 
peoples of the Bikini Island—a collective Marguerite, so to speak. In Doctor Atomic’s final 
shape, the Native Americans of the New Mexico region fulfill the role of the Bikini 
Islanders, allowing Sellars to forge a somewhat opaque link between the bomb’s test location 
and its connection to Native American culture.59 
With the modified scope of the plot after Goodman’s departure from the team, 
however, Sellars viewed the use of documentary materials in the libretto as the primary 
means to convey what he saw as the opera’s message. As Sellars mused in a Doctor Atomic 
workshop for donors and co-producers a year prior to the premiere, the inclusion of 
declassified government documents was central to the opera’s socio-political and, indeed, 
moral significance: 
And [now we] ask these artists to go into an area of such deep toxicity, and out of that 
bring something of beauty—of lasting beauty—which is why the libretto consists of 
classified documents that were meant to be buried alive forever. And now that very 
thing that President Truman was not allowed to read—because the security apparatus 
kept it away from the President of the United States—is being sung in the clear light 
of day by chorus and orchestra…which again offers some hope for the world.60 
 
In this regard, Doctor Atomic mirrors earlier instances of spoken documentary theater. At the 
height of European Cold War anxieties in the 1960s, transcripts from nuclear physicist 
Robert Oppenheimer’s Atomic Energy Committee hearings serve as the basis of Heinar 
Kipphardt’s In the Matter of J. Robert Oppenheimer (1964) and Jean Vilar’s Le Dossier 
                                                 
58In this sense, Sellars’s criticism of the United States’ war-fueled economy and subverted democratic structure 
mirrors the fourth and final part of James Thackara’s 1984 novel America’s Children, a lightly fictionalized, 
Faustian account of Oppenheimer’s life that was printed in the United States for the first time in 2001. 
59On Sellars’s See, for instance, Rosenberg’s Rosenberg et al., Doctor Atomic: The Making of an American 
Opera, 7–8. 
60Peter Sellars, remarks at the Doctor Atomic workshop, 30 October 2004, San Francisco, CA. 
 190
Oppenheimer (1965), both of which use Oppenheimer’s trial to explore larger questions 
about government limitations on freedom in the name of protecting it. In choosing a 
historical subject and assembling their libretto out of found documentary and poetic texts, 
Sellars and Adams blur the distinction between documentary and fiction, and, to an extent, 
the distinction between life and art.61 
Sellars’s stance on art’s efficacy and his view of the opera’s unambiguous message 
stands in contrast to Adams’s vision of Doctor Atomic, which seems to be driven more by a 
Wagnerian idea of composition and music drama than by a specific need to address 
contemporary social or moral issues. Moreover, like Reich and Glass, Adams goes so far as 
to disavow any political intention whatever. In a 2008 interview statement that seems 
remarkably at odds with Sellars’s philosophy, Adams insisted, “I didn’t ‘set out’ with any 
moral or ethical issues to promote. My intentions couldn’t be further from those who want to 
use art to promote social goals.”62 In one of the clearest examples of Adams’s need to de-
politicize the opera, he omitted a scene that would have concluded the opera after the 
Alamogordo testing. In spoken dialogue over music, the singers portraying General Groves 
and Lt. Colonel Rea of Oak Ridge Hospital would have re-enacted a telephone conservation 
from 25 August 1945, in which Grove suggested that news reports of the horrific suffering 
from radiation burns on Hiroshima and Nagasaki bomb survivors were Japanese propaganda 
                                                 
61Adams himself opted for a somewhat similar procedure for his 2001 Pulitzer-prize winning work, On the 
Transmigration of Souls, which takes as its text excerpts from the New York Times “Portraits in Grief” series 
and phrases from missing persons posters photographed by New York Philharmonic archivist Barbara Haw. 
Adams reported being quite pleased with his decision to use found texts: “I felt really good about the text. 
There’s no piece anywhere that I know of that uses this kind of text. You know, real text, not a poem, not a 
libretto, but just something that actual real people said. And I think for the text alone this piece will have a fairly 
good shelf life.” “John Adams Interview – Part 2,” YouTube, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QJwyNlA_aLI, 
accessed 19 July 2012. Curiously, Adams seems to be overlooking the long tradition in twentieth-century 
Western classical music of using found texts (for instance, Reich’s Different Trains, to name the most obvious 
example). 
62John Adams, “Interview: John Adams, Composer of ‘Doctor Atomic.’” 
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designed to arouse sympathy. In one of the later changes to the opera, Adams discarded this 
ending, noting: 
I felt it was too ironic, too freighted with implied criticism of the U.S. position on the 
war. So I looked around for something that expressed my own admittedly confused 
emotions (I couldn’t articulate anything more than raw emotion), and I found those 
very short phrases that a Japanese mother had been heard speaking in the immediate 
aftermath of the Hiroshima blast…I found her words to be powerfully expressive of 
the final result of all the technology and warfare that had been brought to bear on 
these helpless civilians. I think it proved to be the right way to end the opera. How 
else could I have done it?”63 
 
How else, indeed, in a socio-political climate that was, at the time, somewhat hostile 
to criticism of the U.S. wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. For Adams, if there was any sort of 
political message to be conveyed, it was to be done sonically. The opportunity ultimately 
presented itself with the representation of the bomb’s detonation, which Adams chose to set 
up via an extended orchestral countdown and execute with both orchestral and electronic 
forces. Adams reflected in his autobiography: 
I struggled for months over how to treat the explosion. No operatic evocation of an 
atomic bomb could go head-to-head with the dazzling effects available to a 
Hollywood director…But avoiding the detonation entirely or treating it in the manner 
of Sophocles or Aeschylus, by having it verbally described by a third-party observer, 
seemed a perverse solution…At the high point of [the] countdown, with the chorus 
singing frantic, wordless exclamations, the entire cast takes cover, lying prone on the 
stage, staring straight into the eyes of the audience. The audience members gradually 
realize that they themselves are the bomb.64 
 
Although Adams’s pronouncement of the audience’s epiphany is tantalizingly 
ambiguous, it does suggest some sort of complicity on the part of an audience that may or 
may not perceive the authorial intent behind the form of the bomb’s detonation. Despite 
Sellars’s efforts to the contrary, Adams—like Reich before him—ultimately tempers any 
                                                 
63Ibid. Elsewhere, Adams suggests that “by the time I had finished composing the final countdown and what 
follows it, I felt intuitively that the dramatic and musical form was complete. To follow that with a long, verbal 
coda would have been very anticlimactic.” John Adams, “Three Weeks to Go for Doctor Atomic.” 
64Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 290–91. 
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overt political proclivities in favor of making an artwork that conforms to the conventions 
and demands of mainstream opera. 
 
Dissolving the Fourth Wall: Sound Design in Doctor Atomic 
Doctor Atomic will never be an easy addition to the standard repertoire. The long, 
dreamlike second act will always present a challenge for directors and conductors. 
Where act I follows a more or less logical narrative thread, act II is a nearly ninety-
minute symphonic arch that oscillates back and forth between a real-time event (the 
countdown) and a deliberately abstracted treatment of time and space that is part 
dream vision and part sudden, terrifying apparition.65 
 
Adams’s assessment of Doctor Atomic in his 2008 autobiography testifies to the unorthodox 
dramatic structure and the deliberate manipulation of time and space that characterize the 
opera, especially in Act II.66 The second act includes simultaneous representations on stage 
of two different locales, a fiery choral manifestation of physicist Robert Oppenheimer’s 
apocalyptic thoughts, and an extended orchestral countdown that gradually erases the 
distinction between so-called “diegetic” and “non-diegetic” passages of time. 
The opera is suffused with the lyrical, rhythmically complex, and harmonically rich 
sound that has come to characterize Adams’s later music, and the composer uses this music, 
                                                 
65Ibid., 293. The dreamlike second act of Doctor Atomic has a parallel in the third act of Nixon in China, which 
finds the main characters ruminating on the previous events of the opera and their own pasts. 
66Several critics noted that Doctor Atomic, particularly in the second act, exists in a suspended, static state, with 
a minimum of action. This perception of stasis may be due, in part, to the forceful rupturing of theatrical space-
time, as both the test site and the Oppenheimers’ home are represented simultaneously on stage. By employing 
the equivalent of filmic cross-cutting between two simultaneous narrative threads, Adams and Sellars obfuscate 
the representation of historical time; it is unclear whether the events are meant to take place sequentially or 
simultaneously. Pierre Ruhe, “‘Doctor Atomic’ has Hole at its Core,” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 3 
October 2005; Steven Winn, “The Bomb may be too Big for even Art to Grasp,” San Francisco Chronicle, 6 
October 2005; Jim Edwards, “Lyric’s ‘Doctor Atomic’ is no Bomb,” The Beacon News, 10 January 2008; Mike 
Silverman, “Lyric Opera of Chicago’s ‘Doctor Atomic’ Begins with Excitement but Stalls in Act 2,” Associated 
Press, 17 December 2007. 
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particularly in the second act, to govern the changing passage of fictional time.67 Within the 
orchestra, Adams embeds a number of rhythmic motifs and ostinatos that signify the passing 
of time, and music theorist Yayoi Uno Everett has argued that “such motifs constitute topics 
that represent the ontological ‘passing’ of time, while other topics and style quotation 
(referencing music by Stravinsky, Wagner, Orff and Debussy) represent the psychological 
realm of the subjects who await the countdown.”68 In addition to marking the passage of time 
in the opera, these countdown ostinatos also serve an indexical semiotic function, as their 
sonic regularity references the ticking of a clock. For Adams and audience members who 
lived through the threat of the Cold War, the ostinatos may well conjure up the image of the 
Doomsday Clock, which was conceived of in 1947 as a visual expression of humanity’s 
proximity to global disaster (initially in the form of nuclear annihilation).69 
To use the terminology employed by musicologist Robert Warren Lintott, Adams 
plays with the relationship between “clock time” (time experienced by the audience) and 
“stage time” (time experienced by the characters in the story), eventually collapsing the 
boundary between the two by means of the Act Two orchestral countdown.70 Over the course 
of the final scene, the sung text includes periodic references to the time remaining until 
detonation, and these occasional markers reveal that the difference between fictional time 
                                                 
67The passage of time is a preoccupation within the opera, as many of the poems used in the libretto overtly 
reference time. 
68Yayoi Uno Everett, “‘Counting Down’ Time: Musical Topics in John Adams’ Doctor Atomic,” in Music 
Semiotics: A Network of Significations: In Honour and Memory of Raymond Monelle, ed. Esti Sheinberg, 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), 264. 
69The clock first appeared, and has continued to appear, on the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. Musical ostinati 
have been used to evoke the Doomsday Clock since the Cold War era; see Neil Lerner, “‘Look at that big hand 
move along’: Clocks, Containment, and Music in High Noon,” South Atlantic Quarterly 104 (2005): 151–73.  
70Robert Warren Lintott, “The Manipulation of Time Perception in John Adams’s Doctor Atomic” (MA thesis, 
University of Maryland, College Park, 2010), 12–13. Theater scholar Manfred Pfister refers to these two types 
of times as “fictional time” and “performance time.” Manfred Pfister, The Theory and Analysis of Drama, trans. 
John Halliday (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 283–88. 
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and performance time decreases over the course of the countdown, until they are 
indistinguishable. By the time the bomb detonates, the temporal distinction between audience 
and performer has been erased. The last sounds of the opera, which include an electronically-
distorted infant scream, theater-shaking bass rumble, and recording of a Japanese woman 
pleading for water, imply that the narrative time of the opera has leapt forward to the 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.71 The effect, writes Everett, “catapults the audience 
from the diegetic ‘now’ in July 1945 to the non-diegetic ‘then’, and casts the operatic 
narrative within a broader historical framework for the viewers to contemplate on the opera’s 
socio-political messages.”72 
For all the critical attention lavished on Adams’s musical construction of time, I argue 
that Doctor Atomic’s abstraction of space-time is most deeply effected through the creation 
of a sonic environment within the opera house, one that dissolves traditional boundaries 
between spectator and performer, between fiction and reality. Fittingly, in an opera that deals 
with humanity’s potentially most devastating interaction with science, Adams achieves this 
avant-garde dissolution of the theatrical fourth wall by embracing a charged and fraught form 
of technology (at least within the operatic world): amplified electronic sound. Doctor Atomic 
begins with two minutes and ten seconds of pre-recorded sounds—buzzing power tools, jet 
engine noise, a static-laced snippet of Jo Stafford’s rendition of the 1940s pop song “The 
Things We Did Last Summer”—all digitally manipulated into musique concrète à la Edgard 
Varèse, whom Adams has cited as a kind of “guardian angel” for the piece. Seemingly 
aimless introductory noise bleeds from one sound into the next, evoking the sense of a 
                                                 
71On the original idea for the opera’s conclusion and its political ramifications, see the earlier discussion in 
“‘The ultimate American myth’: Defining the Post-9/11 American Collective Unconscious.”  
72Everett, “‘Counting Down’ Time,” 264. Regrettably, Everett makes no inquiry into what these messages 
might be. 
 195
sputtering radio in a barren post-apocalyptic landscape, broadcasting random sounds from a 
self-destroyed civilization. The second act opens similarly and concludes with an 
electroacoustic wash of sound. 
Placing electronic sound alone at the beginning of both acts and the conclusion of the 
opera, Adams privileges and foregrounds electronic sound; digital sound, not the orchestra, 
sets the tone for the work and occupies its final moments. In the same way that the 
proscenium arch of the theater provides a framing device for the visual presentation of the 
story, the sections of musique concrète frame the sonic presentation of Doctor Atomic. In 
transitioning from proscenium-based sound reinforcement in the first act to a surround sound 
environment in the second, then, Adams collapses the aural boundary imposed by the 
proscenium and metaphorically transports the audience into the opera’s story. Although the 
manipulation of space through sound has any number of precedents in the Western art music 
tradition—from Berlioz to Stockhausen—this manipulation through electronic amplification 
is a rarity within mainstream contemporary opera, and is one that has significant implications 
for the operatic genre. 
The avant-garde goal of removing the dividing line between performer and audience 
exists in tension with the physical construction of most opera houses, which have generally 
adopted a proscenium-based structure since at least the late seventeenth century. Unlike 
earlier theatrical venues, which ranged from the semi-circular open air design of Greek 
amphitheaters to indoor Elizabethan theaters in which the spectators surrounded the actors on 
three sides, most operatic theater design uses the frame of the proscenium arch to separate the 
audience from the performers and suggest the autonomy of the dramatic fiction.73 In a very 
                                                 
73For a summary of historical variations in stage design (with particular attention to the suggested relationship 
between stage and auditorium), see Pfister, The Theory and Analysis of Drama, 19–22. 
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real sense, the frame becomes the sine non qua of theater; it defines the theatrical event by 
surrounding it and, by extension, also creates the spectator.74 Yet, by the end of the 
nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth the Symbolists in France and the 
Futurists in Italy began challenging the idea of the theatrical frame, prefiguring the work of 
Antonin Artaud, Bertolt Brecht, John Cage, and the avant-garde communities that followed 
in their steps.75 
Adams’s and Sellars’s experiences with San Francisco and Pittsburgh experimental 
artistic communities and their own early uses of alternative performance spaces attest to their 
familiarity with this particular aesthetic of the theatrical avant-garde. Opera’s traditional 
dependence on performance within opera theaters, however, typically precludes any 
challenges to the theatrical frame.76 Yet, the development of sound technology since the 
1990s has made possible, as Adams notes, “new modes of aesthetic experience and novel 
creative impulses” which, in Doctor Atomic, allow the theatrical frame to be contested.77 
Adams’s admixture of the electronic and the acoustic has been a staple of his operatic writing 
since Nixon in China in 1987; all his stage works call for electronically amplified singers, 
and most include electronic instruments as well. Since Nixon in China and The Death of 
Klinghoffer, advances in sound technology have allowed him to seek complete control over 
the entire sonic space of performance. Adams writes in his autobiography: 
                                                 
74Arnold Aronson, “Avant-Garde Scenography and the Frames of Theatre,” Against Theatre: Creative 
Destructions on the Modernist Stage, eds. Alan Ackerman and Martin Puchner (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006), 21–23. 
75Ibid., 29–34. 
76As some composers, including Philip Glass and John Harbison, have noted, the site of performance (ie., the 
opera house) in the twentieth century has become one of the last defining attributes of the operatic genre; opera 
is opera because it takes place in an opera house. Yet, as pieces such as Reich’s The Cave and Britten’s church 
parables demonstrate, even this distinction appears to no longer hold. 
77Adams, Hallelujah Junction, 209. 
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Ideally, when electronic sound sources are involved, the entire listening space should 
be organized and acoustically prepared…By 2000, with all my stage works I was 
requiring that every aspect of the production be subject to sound design. This 
extended not only to the performers—the singers, chorus, orchestra, and electronic 
sounds—but to the actual room itself.78 
 
This statement prompts the inevitable questions about the dynamic relationship 
between sound and space that arise when technologies of electroacoustic control are brought 
into performance.79 Given that every performance space is unique, Adams’s desire to 
“organize” listening spaces—or create an electronically-manipulated soundscape that 
supersedes the natural acoustical environment of the performance space—has necessitated a 
new role in the performance of opera: the sound designer. 
Since 1990 Adams has collaborated repeatedly with composer and sound designer 
Mark Grey.80 As with their previous collaboration, On the Transmigration of Souls, Grey’s 
work on Doctor Atomic began in the compositional stages. In Adams’s home studio, Grey 
compiled a substantial library of sound effects which Adams drew from in his creation of the 
opera’s electronic music sections.81 Grey’s work as a sound technician in the opera house has 
been even more vital, something that Adams himself readily acknowledges.82 In addition to 
designing and installing sound systems for opera houses where Adams’s operas are 
performed, Grey takes an active role in each performance, controlling the overall soundscape 
                                                 
78Ibid., 208. 
79For an overview of this relationship, see Brandon LaBelle, Background Noise: Perspectives on Sound Art 
(New York and London: Continuum, 2006), ix–xvi. 
80For more on Grey, see Mark Swed, “Sound Reasoning? Amplification isn’t a Dirty Word to Engineer Mark 
Grey, who Hopes to Make ‘El Niño’ Pleasing to Every Ear,” Los Angeles Times, 9 March 2003. 
81Mark Grey, “Shaking the House as Never Before,” The Metropolitan Opera: About the Opera, 
http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/_popup/audio.html?mp3=/uploadedFiles/MetOpera/ 
news_and_features/dr_atomic/MarkGray%20Interview%20Mix1%281%29.mp3&length=&credit=), accessed 2 
November 2011. 
82John Adams, “Three Weeks to Go for Doctor Atomic,” NewMusicBox, http://www.newmusicbox.org/ 
articles/Three-Weeks-to-Go-for-Doctor-Atomic/, accessed 2 November 2011. 
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of the opera by live-mixing amplified singers, instruments, and digital samples.83 As Grey 
observes, one of the challenges of sound design lies in maintaining a consistent sound 
regardless of the venue: 
Because each venue is so different, but you can choose different technologies—like 
different loudspeaker technologies, different mixing consoles—to modify each venue 
to get that result for that consistency and for preserving the presentation.84 
 
In addition to overriding the natural acoustics of an opera house, the use of 
amplification has both musical and dramaturgical ramifications. Musically, the use of 
microphones allowed Adams to balance the large orchestral forces and electronic timbres 
with the lighter, more lyrical voices he prefers.85 Dramaturgically, amplification gave Sellars 
significant freedom in his blocking and choreography. Rather than ensuring that singers are 
always facing the audience when singing, with amplification Sellars could stage performers 
so that they were singing toward the stage wings, the ceiling, or even the back of the stage.86 
As Sellars has remarked, sound design occupies a central role in his work with contemporary 
operas: 
I think that in all theater sound design is absolutely crucial. It’s part of how we 
experience theater now because we experience the world as sound that has been 
designed, and so much of our experience is coming to us through speakers… 
 
                                                 
83Interestingly, whereas the singers, conductors, and instrumentalists in multiple productions of Doctor Atomic 
have essentially been interchangeable, the sound designer—Mark Grey—has remained a constant. 
84Mark Grey, phone interview with the author, 30 January 2013. 
85John Adams, “Three Weeks to Go for Doctor Atomic.” Amplification also allows him to include roles for 
countertenors, which are featured in both El Niño and The Gospel According to the Other Mary. 
86Grey confirms that amplification solves the acoustic problems presented by Sellars’s staging: “[Sellars is] 
another one that pushes the boundaries. And so, that’s where this audio technology comes in. There are times 
where he has principal singers lying on the ground with their face up and they’re, you know…there’s a TV 
screen hanging from the top with the conductor image, so the singers don’t feel, and Peter doesn’t feel, 
restricted to everything being always frontal to the audience. You know, he stages things way far upstage, with 
singers singing upstage, so their back [is] to the audience – it’s [an] impossible situation, acoustically. And so, 
basically, what I do is go in there and solve the problem.” Mark Grey, interview with the author, 30 June 2012, 
San Francisco, CA. 
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All the new operas I work on have amplification. [It adds] one more poetic dimension 
to what we’re doing—it literally makes the close-up possible. It means that, for 
example, I don’t have to have the singers facing forward when they’re singing and I 
can have spatial relationships that can be completely redefined by the sound 
engineering…It really begins to shape the material as it would be shaped in a film. 
So, yes, it is part of a different dramaturgy…I would go so far as to say that it is built-
in as an element of opera in our lifetime.87 
 
Sellars’s statement implicitly suggests an equivalency between art and life, insofar as the 
mediated sounds of life necessitate a similar sonic mediation in the theater. Acknowledging 
the influence of film and speaking in visual terms (“it makes the close-up possible”), he also 
highlights the complex interrelationship between sound and space, noting the power of the 
former to transform and redefine the latter. 
According to Mark Grey, this amplification should remain transparent. This aesthetic 
of sonic authenticity envisions the technology of transmission as a kind of “vanishing 
mediator,” to use a term coined by Jonathan Sterne in reference to questions of recording 
fidelity, “where the medium produces a perfect symmetry between copy and original and, 
thereby, erases itself.”88 In live theater, where this reproduction is instantaneous, this 
aesthetic also requires that the sound designer maintain a sort of spatial fidelity. As Grey 
explains, he adapts Broadway sound design to give the aural illusion that sound always 
emanates from the singers: 
I ended up taking and adapting a lot of their sound design ideas that they used for 
Broadway onto the opera stage, but not with the Broadway result… coming from that 
Broadway sensibility, [Jonathan Deans, a Broadway sound designer who worked with 
Adams on The Death of Klinghoffer] would line the pit wall with front fill 
[speakers]…you don’t want the singer to be onstage—say, center—singing and 
you’re hearing the sound coming from the speaker [on either side of the stage]. That’s 
the wrong approach. So the idea was to take these front fills and to use them actually 
as the driving force behind a lot of the vocal sound and really pull the vocal sound 
                                                 
87Peter Sellars, phone interview with the author, 23 July 2013. 
88Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2002), 285. 
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localized to the stage, so it feels like it’s always coming from that singer. And when 
you line them on the stage, you know, across the stage, when a singer’s all the way 
downstage right, you can snap the sound image mainly to that one front fill speaker 
and really focus, which is basically what I do for a piece like Nixon in China here [in 
San Francisco]. So that’s why it feels localized all the time.89 
 
Unlike in Broadway musicals—and, for that matter, the video operas of Steve Reich—the 
amplification in Adams’s opera is to remain hidden; the audience should not realize that the 
singers’ voices are electronically reinforced. To create the amplification transparency desired 
by Adams, then, an effective sound designer must remain attuned not only to the balance 
between singers, orchestra, and electronic samples and the music’s progression through time, 
but also to the movements of the singers in order to place the origin of the amplified sound 
close to the singer’s location and maintain a sort of sonic spatial authenticity. 
The choreographic freedom allowed by amplification also has a deeper implication: it 
suggests a restructuring of the spatial relationship between performer and spectator. Rather 
than the completely front-based presentation necessitated by traditional acoustic 
performances, amplification allows performers to disregard, in a sense, the imagined fourth 
wall of the stage through which audiences peer. Although the theatrical frame still exists in 
the presence of the proscenium arch and the physical positioning of the audience has not 
changed, the use of amplification subverts the traditional hierarchy imposed by the acoustics 
of the opera house and allows operatic staging a greater degree of verisimilitude. 
This restructuring of the traditional relationship between audience and performer in 
Doctor Atomic is brought about to an even greater degree through the surround sound aspect 
of the opera’s sound design, which marks the most notable instance of film’s influence on 
Doctor Atomic. Whereas the opera’s title is designed, in part, to evoke campy 1950s science 
                                                 
89Mark Grey, interview with the author, 30 June 2012, San Francisco, CA. 
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fiction films (as well as Christopher Marlowe’s play Doctor Faustus), and the Act II 
dramatic structure of the opera suggests the influence of film by employing the equivalent of 
cross-cutting between Los Alamos and the test site, Adams’s construction of the sonic space 
in the same act overtly draws on the film sound practice of sound design. Sound design was 
born in the 1970s as “New Hollywood” filmmakers such as George Lucas, Steven Spielberg, 
Martin Scorsese, and Francis Ford Coppola sought to take advantage of new audio 
technologies to differentiate their films sonically from those of old Hollywood. Walter 
Murch introduced the term “sound design” in 1979 to describe his work on Coppola’s film 
Apocalypse Now, in which Murch mapped out where the sound effects and music were 
placed within the spatial quadrants of venues boasting multichannel theater arrays.90 Despite 
multichannel sound’s now-thorough incorporation into film and, to a lesser extent, theater, 
opera continues to resist its use. Doctor Atomic, then, is one of the first mainstream American 
operas to bring surround sound into the opera house, and by utilizing a film sound practice it 
participates in a process that Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin have deemed “remediation,” in 
which one medium is represented through another.91 In this instance, opera draws on the 
technology of a newer medium—film sound—as an attempt at revitalizing itself and 
maintaining its cultural validity. 
Doctor Atomic fuses two of Adams’s previous approaches to amplified sound: the 
front-based sound reinforcement of Nixon in China and The Death of Klinghoffer, and the 
                                                 
90Near the beginning of the famous “Ride of the Valkyries” helicopter sequence, Murch incorporated sound 
design to place audiences in the lead helicopter metaphorically by surrounding them with radio chatter and 
munitions fire. William Whittington, Sound Design & Science Fiction (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 
2007), 23. The definition of sound design in film has since expanded to include the creation of sound effects, 
often through the digital manipulation of all manner of found sounds. The term is also used in discourses of 
spoken theater, referring to the construction of the sonic space through amplification, sound effects, and musical 
recordings. Doctor Atomic employs sound design in the original filmic sense of the term, by placing sounds 
within a multi-dimensional theater space. 
91Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin, “Remediation,” Configurations 3 (1996): 339. 
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surround sound of On the Transmigration of Souls. This latter work, commissioned by the 
New York Philharmonic to commemorate the one-year anniversary of the 9/11 terrorist 
attack, was Adams’s first to employ multichannel sound. In this twenty-five minute piece for 
chorus and orchestra, Adams embeds a number of recorded New York cityscape sounds and 
recorded voices into the surround-sound fabric. His comments on this work suggest that he 
views the aesthetic potential of a surround-sound environment—one that supersedes the 
natural acoustical environment of the performance space— in terms of breaking down the 
divide between art and life. In a 2004 interview, Adams stated, “I just love the idea of New 
Yorkers coming in off of Broadway, walking into the hall and sitting down, and the lights 
coming down and then the traffic sound coming back up. In that way it was very nice that it 
was the first piece on the program, because it created this wonderful kind of blur between life 
and art.”92 According to Adams, the surround sound design of Transmigration was also 
created specifically to evoke a sense of space, “the same sort of feeling one gets upon 
entering one of those old, majestic cathedrals in France or Italy…[where] you experience an 
immediate sense of something otherworldly… where you can go and be alone with your 
thoughts and emotions.”93 
Adams’s use of “found” sounds in 2002, then, resurrects techniques employed in his 
early San Francisco works, such as his combination of Guillaume de Machaut’s Messe de 
Nostre Dame with taped city noises. Aesthetically, Adams’s latter sonic blurring of art and 
life revives an underlying artistic tenet of the Cage-inspired 1970s Bay Area avant-garde, 
                                                 
92John Adams, “John Adams Discusses On the Transmigration of Souls: Interview with Daniel Colvard,” in The 
John Adams Reader, 202. 
93John Adams, “Interview with John Adams about On the Transmigration of Souls,” Hell Mouth: A Blog, 
http://www.earbox.com/W-transmigration.html, accessed 3 January 2012. This interview was originally posted 
on the New York Philharmonic web site in September 2002. 
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which frequently engaged in performance art and multimedia to effect a similar blurring.  
The Bay Area was home to early developments in sound design, which, like so many musical 
innovations, arose out of theatrical necessity. Composer Morton Subotnick, co-founder of the 
San Francisco Tape Music Center, credits an Actor’s Workshop commission for leading him 
into the area of electronic music and musique concrète: “It was really the work with King 
Lear that made me understand that I could combine my performing ability with my 
composing and put together a new concept, which I called “music as studio art,” where one 
could be the composer and the audience all at the same time…I was creating sound. It’s what 
became known as ‘sound design.’”94 
The decision to incorporate surround sound in Doctor Atomic was initially formed by 
the need to sonically represent the detonation of the bomb at the opera’s conclusion. Faced 
with a crisis of representation—how does one musically capture the detonation of an atomic 
bomb?—Adams turned to electronic sound and the digital mixing board to supplement the 
orchestra.95 In doing so, Grey and Adams realized that surround sound also offered the 
potential to immerse theatergoers in sound and dissolve the aural boundaries separating 
audiences and performers.96 Grey recalls thinking, “Transmigration of Souls was such a 
success, we should apply that concept into Doctor Atomic and it would fit perfectly with this, 
the testing-of-a-bomb scenario.”97 Yet rather than using multichannel sound throughout 
Doctor Atomic, Grey notes, the opera plays on the difference between the front-based and 
                                                 
94Morton Subotnick, “Morton Subotnick: Interviewed by David W. Bernstein and Maggi Payne,” in The San 
Francisco Tape Music Center, 120. 
95Timothy Mangan, “The San Francisco Project,” 25. 
96Grey notes, “The bomb detonation was the ultimate goal of where we were going with [the idea of using 
soundscapes in surround sound], but along the way we explored this surround sound technology to expand the 
experience for the audience.” Mark Grey, phone interview with the author, 30 January 2013. 
97Mark Grey, interview with the author, 30 June 2012, San Francisco, CA. 
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surround sound in order to draw the audience metaphorically into the historical event 
portrayed on stage: 
Basically, you have one PA system that maintains the integrity of the stage and the pit 
combination, and then you have the surround sound system. The opening, the prelude 
to Act 1 and 2 had soundscapes, and those were all in surround. So, you actually hear 
the surround sound at the beginning of the piece, but in the first act it all goes away, 
never comes back. Before the second act, the prelude, it comes back again, and then 
the second act begins still like the first act, but then about five, seven minutes into it, 
we start to introduce [electronic samples] like rain, thunder, and all of these things. 
And all of a sudden the airplane, you get a fly-by. Very distant, and it feels like it’s up 
at the top of the building. And then it starts to get more involved and the surrealness 
of the situation comes out within the story, within the opera itself. 98 
 
For the opera’s premiere at SFO, Grey placed four to six Meyer M1D front fill speakers 
across the orchestra pit wall, which allowed him balance the sound levels of the voices and 
orchestra while keeping the amplification “transparent.” In the opening soundscape and the 
second act, Grey used an eight-zone, surround-sound system through which the voices and 
orchestra were mixed along with electronic samples that helped create a more realistic—and 
less specifically musical—sound atmosphere: 
[In] the second act, all the way up until the testing of the bomb, we’re introducing 
more and more of these pedal tones, soundscapes, broadening. What we want to do is 
transport the audience in the second act out of [the opera house]. Because the whole 
first act you’ve been focused frontal, where when you start to introduce these kinds of 
situations that are around the audience, the focus is still always on the stage. Because 
you’ve been connected to it for so long during the evening, that once you start to 
introduce things into a surround sound, then, the feeling of the walls disappearing 
starts to happen. And so all of sudden the space gets a lot wider, a lot bigger, without 
the audience even really realizing it. So most people had no idea what was going on, 
because…often some of these soundscapes were so buried in the texture, but it just 
created this width of sound that you couldn’t get any other way. And so it helped 
transport the audience to the next level. And it was literally a crescendo all the way to 
the testing of the bomb. And so by the time the bomb is there, it doesn’t feel out of 
place, it doesn’t feel awkward, because it’s actually been around you the whole time, 
it’s just been creeping in and snaking through, and psychologically playing with the 
space.99 
                                                 
98Ibid. 
99Ibid. 
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As Grey makes clear, the sound design of the opera shifts over the course of the two 
acts from a proscenium-based design, in which the sound emanates from the stage area, to a 
surround-sound design in order to reinterpret the space of the opera house. By surrounding 
the audience in the second act with so-called “diegetic” sounds such as rain, thunder, and the 
droning of a distant airplane, Adams dissolves the aural boundary traditionally established by 
the proscenium arch, effecting a continuous spatialization that extends the stage into the 
audience. In its deployment of multichannel sound, Doctor Atomic largely follows traditional 
film sound practices, which typically reserve the surround sound channels for atmospheric 
effects.100 Ambient noises combine with pitched material, such as pedal tones, to flesh out 
the sonic palette of the orchestra and voices. The surround sound mix consists primarily of 
the digital samples, with a very small amount of principle singer and orchestral reverb that 
Grey notes “help[s] widen the sound image and make it feel as if the theatre walls have 
disappeared.”101 
True to Adams’s habit on continuous revisions, the sound design of Doctor Atomic 
continued to develop over the course of the San Francisco and Amsterdam performances.102 
Seeking to instill a greater sense of cohesion in the opera, Adams added a musique concrète 
soundscape to the opening of Act II for the Amsterdam and subsequent productions. Grey, 
meanwhile, acting in a role similar to that of a diffuser in the performance of electroacoustic 
music, created a spatial configuration for Doctor Atomic, determining the placement of 
                                                 
100Hilary Wyatt and Tim Amyes, Audio Post Production for Television and Film: An Introduction to 
Technology and Techniques (Oxford: Focal Press, 2005), 174. 
101Mark Grey, email correspondence with the author, 13 February 2013. 
102Alice Miller Cotter has demonstrated that Adams’s opera can best be understood as products of revision. 
Cotter, “Revising Revision: John Adams’s Aesthetic of Conflict,” 4th International Conference on Music and 
Minimalism (California State University, Long Beach, 4 October 2013). 
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sounds within the surround sound zones. Once he and Adams finalized these placements 
during the subsequent production run at the Netherlands Opera, Grey began to record 
digitally the surround sound placement of the digital samples into a series of automation 
commands, so future sound designers performing in Doctor Atomic can simply initiate the 
cues using a laptop computer running the Ableton Live software music sequencer.103 In this 
sense, they are not responsible for constructing or re-constructing the sound design, but only 
for mixing the sound levels appropriately during performance. Still, this task poses its 
challenges. Unlike more recent sound design in film, where THX certification processes 
ensure that a THX certified film played back on THX certified equipment in equivalent 
spaces will achieve a consistent and uniform sound playback across venues, sound designers 
in opera must confront extreme variations in audio equipment and physical space.104 These 
variances across opera houses make it more difficult to achieve a consistency in sound 
presentation. 
In a testament to the ongoing process of revision in Adams’s operas, beginning in 
2006 with the Netherlands performances Adams and Grey broke down the boundary between 
the stage and audience still further at the moment of the bomb’s detonation by shaking the 
opera house itself. Recalling the 2008 production at the Metropolitan Opera, Grey reveals 
how they achieved this effect: 
                                                 
103In Grey’s words, future sound engineers could simply “set a laptop up, make sure the balances are all okay 
coming out from all the speakers, and you just start firing cues off.” Mark Grey, phone interview with the 
author, 30 January 2013. 
104On the relationship between film sound and electroacoustic performance, see Randolph Jordan, “Case Study: 
Film Sound, Acoustic Ecology and Performance in Electroacoustic Music,” in Music, Sound and Multimedia: 
From the Live to the Virtual, ed. Jamie Sexton (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 121–41. Grey 
pointed out the vast discrepancy between the sizes of the opera houses in which Doctor Atomic was performed. 
Whereas the Netherlands Opera house holds approximately 1,500 theatergoers, the Chicago Lyric Opera 
House—the site of the subsequent performance—seats over 3,500. Grey, phone interview with the author, 30 
January 2013. 
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Every building essentially has nodal points…the overtone series, you know? And this 
is what I actually used for Doctor Atomic to make the bomb testing have much more 
impact and to actually make the walls shake. When we did the first rehearsals of that 
[at the Met], Peter Gelb was like, ‘It should be louder!’ So what we did was we had 
the sound department go and basically get, I don’t know, six more subwoofers, and 
we attached them to the structural portions of the house at the proscenium wall, and 
strapped them against the support beams. And then, basically what I did was I ran 
tone through those subwoofers at the frequency that activates the room. I actually 
didn’t change the volume levels of what I was presenting. I just added more 
subwoofer to it and it was like, ‘Holy shit, that was great!’ 
 
When we first detonated the bomb with all this new technology, the orchestra freaked 
out. They were like, ‘Oh my god, is the ceiling going to come down?’ Because it felt 
like the building was going to come apart. And so they brought in structural 
engineers, they brought in dB [decibel] readers, they had to generate union loudness 
levels of all this stuff that they had to administer to each orchestra member, like 
pregnant orchestra members were worried that this was going to affect their children, 
their unborn child—all totally valid things. Because, you know, when the building is 
doing that, it feels like an earthquake.105 
 
Like the Parisian Symbolist poets’ production of Song of Songs at the Théâtre d’Art 
in 1891, which attempted to break down the theatrical fourth wall by releasing perfumes to 
engage the audience’s olfactory senses during a reading of Baudelaire’s sonnet 
‘Correspondences,’ at the climax of Doctor Atomic Adams collapses the fourth wall by 
introducing a haptic element into the theatrical experience. Whereas Grey employed 
subwoofers during the San Francisco performances to explore the size of the blast that he and 
Adams desired, in subsequent performances, to shake opera houses at the moment of 
detonation, Grey positioned subwoofers at the very place in the theater that separates 
audience from performer and reality from fiction: the proscenium. In addition, the sub-bass 
frequencies of the surround sound samples blur the dividing lines between various senses, as 
audible sound and tactile vibrations are experienced simultaneously. With the Penny 
Woolcock-directed production of Doctor Atomic at English National Opera and the 
                                                 
105Mark Grey, interview with the author, 30 June 2012, San Francisco, CA. 
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Metropolian Opera, Grey increased the size of the subwoofers to effect a greater shaking of 
the opera house. The building vibration makes the bomb seem louder than it is, when in fact, 
for the performance at the Metropolitan Opera, the dynamic level stayed within union 
regulations, reaching approximately 95 decibels.106 Grey’s anecdote highlights again the 
complex relationship between sound and space, insofar as each performance venue will have 
its own frequency at which it begins shaking. 
The moment of the bomb’s detonation, however, is not purely synthesized, as it 
brings together orchestral and electronic forces. The bomb’s sonic presence arrives in m.512, 
when the orchestra reaches a dissonant trilled fortissimo that includes all twelve chromatic 
pitches, ranging from a low C2 in the timpani to a high F6 in the second flute. A number of 
electronic samples fill out the dense orchestral texture: “Quiet Talking,” “Long Waves,” 
“Mondo Bass,” “Infant Scream,” “Tympani Spread,” and “Low Crowd Muttering.” The 
combination of orchestral dissonance and samples effectively creates a wash of noise, thus 
marking the detonation of the bomb as a moment when noise supersedes music. This erasure 
of the boundary between noise and music links Doctor Atomic to the twentieth-century 
avant-garde. According to sound historian Douglas Kahn: 
The line between sound and musical sound stood at the center of the existence of 
avant-garde music, supplying a heraldic moment of transgression and its artistic raw 
material, a border that had to be crossed to bring back unexploited resources, restock 
the coffers of musical materiality, and rejuvenate Western art music.107 
 
Dramatically, this is also when sound supersedes sight. The opera is designed, in effect, to 
privilege sound alone in its final minutes, as on-stage characters, silent and motionless, stare 
                                                 
106Mark Grey, email correspondence with the author, 30 January 2013. Curiously, critics neglected to remark on 
this innovative aspect of the opera, perhaps conditioned by film to find the application of sound design and the 
shaking of the building unremarkable. 
107Douglas Kahn, Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Voice, Sound, and Aurality in the Arts (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1999), 69. 
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into the audience. Although Adams’s use of non-musical sounds throughout the opera no 
longer represents the transgression it might have in the early twentieth century, it 
nevertheless marks a departure for Adams within his own stage oeuvre, and sound design as 
a whole remains unusual within the larger genre of American opera. 
Adams, in fact, views his incorporation of sound design into opera as being 
Wagnerian in innovation, akin to the earlier composer’s devotion to transforming the 
theatrical experience by removing the orchestra from sight. In an interview with musicologist 
Alice Cotter, Adams confided: 
I made the egotistical comparison with Wagner yesterday that he knew what he 
wanted for a sound picture, and he knew he wanted to have brass and big sumptuous 
powerful orchestration, but it would be have to be coming from underneath the stage 
and so he devoted his life to making that happen, and I’ve sort of done that in a way 
with sound design.108 
 
* * * 
Doctor Atomic testifies to the enduring influence of avant-garde aesthetics in Adams’s stage 
works. The opera’s sound design effects a deconstruction of the conventional boundaries 
between art and life, thus enacting a central tenet of the twentieth-century American 
theatrical avant-garde. The fact that Doctor Atomic does so by otherwise upholding operatic 
convention suggests that it, more than operas such as Satyagraha and The Cave, may hint at 
the future of American opera. Amplified electronic sound, for instance, is taking on an 
expanding role in operatic performance. Composer Mark Adamo incorporated sound design 
(albeit in a limited way) in his 2013 opera The Gospel of Mary Magdelene, and for opera 
houses in the United States attempting to bring in new audiences through the performance of 
American Golden Age musicals such as Annie Get Your Gun and Showboat, sound design 
                                                 
108John Adams, interview with Alice Cotter, 18 June 2013 [unpublished]. Thanks to Alice Cotter for making 
this portion of her interview available to me. 
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becomes critical in negotiating audiences’ expectations of a musical theater sound and the 
conventions of operatic singing and production. In addition, the Metropolitan Opera’s 
successful MetHD opera simulcasts are changing the way audiences hear opera, with 
listeners accustomed to opera in the movie theater bringing their new sonic expectations into 
the opera house.109 A continuation of this trend would have numerous implications. 
Among other factors, Doctor Atomic’s use of sound design marks a potentially 
significant shift in operatic production, with the sound designer as a new and influential 
creative agent in the opera theater. Whereas the conductor traditionally controls, in effect, 
what the audience hears, with amplified sound the sound designer, positioned in the 
audience, becomes the ultimate arbiter of a performance’s sonic presence. In addition, sound 
design reveals the increasing limitations of conventional notation for opera. The score of 
Doctor Atomic indicates when samples begin and end, but makes no reference to dynamics, 
the balance between orchestra, singers, and samples, or the placement and movement of the 
samples within the surround soundscape.110 Although these notational limitations are not 
new in the broader context of the Western art music tradition—the twentieth century is rife 
with challenges to conventional notation—within the world of mainstream opera it is 
nevertheless unusual. 
                                                
The use of amplification in opera also raises inevitable questions of liveness, 
prompting concerns, perhaps, over eroding expectations of sonic authenticity.111 This 
 
109On the subject of opera simulcasts, see James Steichen, “HD Opera: A Love/Hate Story,” Opera Quarterly 
27 (2012): 443–59; Caitlin Cashin, “Mediating the Live Theatrical and Operatic Experience: NT Live and The 
Met: Live in HD” (MA thesis, University College at Cork, 2010). 
110This information is stored within the Ableton Live automation commands, which are available from the 
score’s publisher. 
111On the concept of liveness, see Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture (New York: 
Routledge, 2008). 
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technological encroachment has been the subject of intense consternation in the opera world, 
one that is strongly paralleled by the theme of technological anxiety in Doctor Atomic. In the 
case of Doctor Atomic, however, sound is only partially mediated; the acoustic and the 
electronic are co-present, their relationship subject to the discretion of the sound designer. In 
fact, the use of amplification to shake the theater can be interpreted as a reaffirmation of the 
irreproducibility of live performance, insofar as the haptic element, as least as designed by 
Grey, is unlikely to be experienced outside the opera house. That being the case, following 
the philosophy satirically espoused in the title of Stanley Kubrick’s 1964 film about the 
nuclear scare, Dr. Strangelove, or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, 
aficionados of so-called live performance might learn to stop worrying and start loving sound 
design. 
Even at a remove of some sixty years, the events on which Doctor Atomic is based 
retain a degree of historical immediacy owing to reignited fears about weapons of mass 
destruction in the new millennium, as well as concerns over increasing curtailments of civil 
liberties and the failure of international consensus-building in the wake of 9/11. In a 
testament to the enduring belief in the theatrical power of the documentary tradition, Sellars 
and Adams assemble a libretto drawn from historical documents, some of which were 
declassified only in the late twentieth century. While other contemporary operas have drawn 
on a documentary aesthetic to varying degrees—witness the propensity for basing new 
American operas on recent history—in Doctor Atomic the found and poetic texts of the 
libretto blur the distinction between documentary and fiction. As a documentary opera, 
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Doctor Atomic stretches an already increasingly elastic theatrical tradition through its 
infusion of poetic texts into an otherwise historical document-based libretto.112 
Taken together, the sound design, documentary libretto, and subject matter of Doctor 
Atomic offer an image of how the operatic genre has developed in the United States at the 
turn of the millennium, and how it may continue to change. In the new millennium, as opera 
continues to draw from artistic traditions as disparate as film sound and documentary theater, 
the genre celebrated for spectacle and marked by an inherently necessary suspension of 
disbelief may move increasingly toward ever greater verisimilitude, further dissolving the 
boundaries separating art and life. 
 
112Since the turn of millennium, the increase in available documents in all types of media has necessitated an 
increasingly flexible understanding of what constitutes documentary theater. Alison Forsyth and Chris Megson, 
“Introduction,” in Get Real: Documentary Theatre Past and Present (Hampshire, England: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009), 2–3. 
 
 
 
 
 
CONCLUSION. OPERATIC REVOLUTIONS 
 
 
In the conclusion of their 2012 book A History of Opera, opera historians Carolyn Abbate 
and Roger Parker offer a vision of a European art form that has transformed over hundreds of 
years into a genre destined for the museum of past musical works, like madrigals, motets, and 
four-part symphonies before it: 
the twentieth century was in many senses the richest and most complex in opera’s 
four-century history, yet it also witnessed opera’s final mutations into a thing of the 
past…the later twentieth and twenty-first centuries, our time, are also the time during 
which opera began to reside in a mortuary, a wonderful mortuary full of spectacular 
performances, but a mortuary for all that. Preservation of the past, access to a rich 
repertory, has been our benison.1 
 
The new operas of our time, Abbate and Parker suggest with passing reference to a handful 
of (primarily) European operas composed since 1945, represent either “Grand Opera raised 
from the dead” or “standard-issue, avant-garde confection,” artistic creations stillborn into a 
repertory that holds no space for them.2 Despite an abundance of premieres in recent years, 
Abbate and Parker note, new operas have failed to join the repertory, and that fact, it seems, 
more than any other, marks the genre’s transformation into a fossilized, curatorial art form.3 
                                                 
1Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, A History of Opera (New York: W.W. Norton, 2012), 519. 
2Ibid., 527, 543. 
3Ibid., 523. On the opera house as museum, see William Gibbons, Building the Operatic Museum: Eighteenth-
Century Opera in Fin-de-siècle Paris (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2013); Abbate and Parker, A 
History of Opera, 516–48. On museum culture in classical music more generally, see J. Peter Burkholder, 
“Museum Pieces: The Historicist Mainstream in Music of the Last Hundred Years,” Journal of Musicology 2 
(1983): 115–34. 
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To be sure, opera as both a genre and a subculture has undergone significant changes 
in the past half-century. Opera institutions continue to grapple with shifting socio-cultural 
and economic terrain, and even now these institutions, along with a number of smaller non-
traditional opera companies, are seeking new business and production models to support new 
work in what is an inherently expensive art form.4 In the midst of these changes, however—
particularly since the 1980s—the pace of operatic creation has quickened after a lull in the 
later 1960s and 1970s, leading some to proclaim a renaissance of American opera.5 
The image that begins to emerge through this dissertation’s case studies of American 
minimalist operas is one of a genre in flux, simultaneously balancing the demands of 
tradition, the impetus to innovate, and the working out of socio-political concerns of the 
present through an examination of the past. Rather than disappearing after their premieres, 
the operas of Glass, Adams, and Reich have had, and continue to enjoy, repeated 
performances and new productions. 2013 alone saw revivals of Glass’s Einstein on the Beach 
(continuing its 2012 world tour) and Satyagraha (the 2007 McDermott-Crouch production 
returning to ENO), Reich’s The Cave presented by the Ensemble Modern in Germany, and 
rehearsals for a new production of Adams’s Doctor Atomic that opened on New Year’s Day 
                                                 
4Anne Midgette, “Is Anybody Listening? American Opera Faces Crossroads as Audiences for Performing Arts 
Slide,” The Washington Post, 27 June 2010; Anne Midgette, “New American Operas Are Going the Way of 
Smaller Venues, on Smaller Scales,” The Washington Post, 7 July 2010; Zachary Woolfe, “Uncertainty of 
Operatic Proportions,” New York Times, 8 August 2012. Large opera companies in particular are turning to 
media in an attempt to expand their audience base. On simulcasts and the increasing use of technology in opera, 
see Philip Kennicott, “Future Perfect,” Opera News 77, no. 2 (August 2012), http://www.operanews.com/ 
Opera_News_Magazine/2012/8/Features/Future_Perfect.html, accessed 1 February 2014. On the emergence of 
smaller opera companies, see Zachary Woolfe, “Seeking New York’s ‘Other’ Opera Company,” New York 
Times, 4 January 2012. 
5Michael Zwiebach, “David Gockley and the Golden Age of American Opera,” San Francisco Classical Voice, 
15 January 2013, http://www.sfcv.org/article/david-gockley-and-the-golden-age-of-american-opera; Anne 
Midgette, In Search of the Next Great American Opera,” New York Times, 19 March 2006. 
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in 2014 at the Badisches Staatstheater in Karlsruhe, to name only the operas addressed 
directly in this dissertation.6 
These operas are linked by more than a purportedly minimalist musical style. Indeed, 
to speak of a shared style is fallacious, as the three composers have long since developed 
their own distinct compositional voices. Instead, these works of music theater are connected 
by a common artistic lineage. All three composers—Glass, Reich, and Adams—owe an 
artistic debt to the avant-garde communities of their youth, as the unconventional features of 
their operas can be traced to these networks of experimental artists, painters, dancers, 
directors, and playwrights, who themselves drew on the ideas of even earlier avant-gardes.  
The aesthetics and techniques of these avant-gardes have ramifications for the 
experience of opera. At a fundamental level, the non-traditional modes of communication 
used by these operas restructure the relationship between spectator and performer. In 
Adams’s Doctor Atomic, for instance, surround sound transports audiences into the opera 
metaphorically by collapsing traditional sonic boundaries and blurring the distinction 
between art and life. In Reich’s The Cave, the use of videotape as the primary visual element 
allows opera to be taken out of the opera house by being performed in any number of venues. 
Non-linear, parallel narratives presented by the music, text, and staging of Glass’s 
Satyagraha shift the responsibility of the opera’s completion onto spectators, requiring them 
to reorder, reconstruct, and/or reinterpret a larger narrative in their minds. 
For all their innovative features and their author’s occasional talk of revolution, of 
creating a form of music theater that speaks to the present, Satyagraha, The Cave, and 
Doctor Atomic nevertheless respond to the demands of operatic convention, albeit in 
                                                 
6In 2013 Glass had two operas premiere: The Perfect American and Spuren der Verirrten. 
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different ways. The singing voice—the fundamental element of opera—continues to play a 
role in all three, although the singing in The Cave is fundamentally of an ensemble nature, in 
Satyagraha it lacks the virtuosity of earlier operas, and in Doctor Atomic it is mediated 
through electronic means in the service of Adams’s preferred vocal aesthetic. If there is a 
revolution to speak of, it is, perhaps, only in the sense of an ongoing cyclical process in 
which the innovations and practices of yesterday are gradually absorbed into the operas of 
today. 
The most telling practice of the avant-gardes—collaborative creation—continues 
apace, with Glass, Reich, and Adams serving as models to younger generations of 
composers. Composers Michael Gordon, David Lang, and Julia Wolfe of the new music 
ensemble Bang on a Can, for instance, have created multimedia operas (more often called, 
following the lead of Reich and Korot, “music theater pieces”), such as Carbon Copy 
Building and Lost Objects, that upend conventional notions of musical authorship, to say 
nothing of the broader collaborative process among composer(s), directors, designers, 
impresarios, and others. Composer Nico Muhly, whose second opera Two Boys received its 
American premiere at the Metropolitan Opera in 2013, is also devoted to collaborative work, 
resulting in a steadily growing body of works that rivals Glass’s in its diversity and rapidity 
and, like Glass’s oeuvre, suggests the kind of ephemerality that Abbate and Parker see as a 
sine non qua of a living, non-curatorial art form.7 This collaborative impulse is, to a degree, 
fundamentally at odds with the museum culture that prizes the Romantic vision of 
                                                 
7William Robin, “Nico Muhly’s Team Spirit,” The New Yorker, 20 October 2013, http://www.newyorker.com/ 
online/blogs/culture/2013/10/nico-muhlys-new-ideas.html. Abbate and Parker, A History of Opera, 519–22. 
 217
compositional production, the so-called “Beethoven paradigm.”8 Although collaboration has 
been a critical ingredient in operatic production since the genre’s inception, in minimalist 
operas there appears to be a greater acknowledgement of and emphasis on a work’s multiple 
authors, as well as the introduction of non-musical considerations and collaborators earlier on 
in an opera’s development. 
The avant-gardes of the past have often been defined as much by their urge to 
innovate as by their ideological bents. Avant-garde practices of political engagement have 
carried over into these operas as well, although their transfer across genres, time, and place 
have effected a shift in authorial intention. Rather than aspiring to foment social revolution 
and inspire change, all three composers, along with most of their collaborators, envision a 
more modest form of art in which socio-political efficacy is limited to raising questions and 
starting conversations.9 This tempering of expectations comes, in part, in response to the 
socio-cultural contexts in which these operas are being performed. Nevertheless, Adams, 
Reich, and Glass all place the United States on the operatic stage in various ways, critiquing 
America even as they implicitly uphold ingrained exceptionalist ideologies and frame their 
operas as following in a tradition of timeless, apolitical art. 
One feature common to this dissertation’s operas is a reliance on history and its 
documentation, and in their handling of documents the authors’ political inclinations often 
bleed around the edges. Whereas a documentary impulse informed the creation of all three 
operas, only The Cave and Doctor Atomic foreground their documentary nature, and they do 
                                                 
8Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of Music (Oxford and 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 205–42. 
9Composer David T. Little draws a distinction between revolutionary music and critical music. See David T. 
Little, “Until the Next Revolution,” New York Times, 18 May 2011, http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/ 
05/18/until-the-next-revolution/. 
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so in different ways. Viewed together, they offer two different strategies for building a 
documentary-based work that engages with political issues. To a striking degree, they 
conform to theater historian Gary Fisher Dawson’s identification of the approaches to 
political engagement that distinguish American from European documentary theater: 
In America, with few exceptions, the documentary playwright seems to be concerned 
with issues affecting society, and the role of the individual…Here movement is from 
the inner private domain to the outer public sphere-of-influence with oral history as 
the predominant single primary source. Whereas, in other cultures, such as German 
documentary theatre, historically speaking, the motivating forces are the effect of 
state-sponsored hegemony on the individual and revolution, the long-term effect of 
war associated with guilt, and ideas concerning the origins of weapons mass 
destruction and war…Here, instead, movement, for the most part, is from the outer to 
the inner, using multiple primary source documentation.10  
 
In The Cave, Korot and Reich deconstruct and fragment their collected oral histories in order 
to construct a larger visual and musical collage that reconciles conflicting narratives. In the 
following decade, shifting socio-political concerns in the wake of the American War on 
Terror informed the documentary construction of Doctor Atomic, which foregoes addressing 
the historical necessity and ethical fallout of the bomb in favor of posing questions of greater 
immediacy, such as those concerning the state consolidation of power and decision-making 
by a select few. 
As American composers, Reich, Adams, and Glass continue to explore in their works 
what it means to be American through their themes and subjects, even as the pieces 
themselves question what it means to be an opera. Taken together, Doctor Atomic, The Cave, 
and Satyagraha are operas insofar as they involve sung texts and are designated as such by 
their creators. As American artworks, these operas perform various manifestations of 
American exceptionalism, either by situating the United States as teleological endpoint 
                                                 
10Gary Fisher Dawson, Documentary Theater in the United States: An Historical Survey and Analysis of Its 
Content, Form, and Stagecraft (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999), 162. 
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within a larger global narrative, or by examining the birth of the technology that came to be 
seen as the most prominent realization of American military and economic power. At the 
same time, the ways in which their creators draw on artistic precedents set by the early mid-
century avant-gardes might be seen as the insertion of transformational American elements 
into a European art form. 
Abbate and Parker’s dismissal of late twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century 
opera represents, on the one hand, the difficulty in confronting the messy complexities of 
operatic creation in this era, not least of all in answering the question of what constitutes an 
opera in the present age. Proclaiming the death of the genre has the historiographic benefit of 
a cleaner, more precise narrative with a clear beginning and ending. A discounting of 
additions to the repertory also demonstrates, on the other hand, the need for further 
scholarship on the growing body of operas both in the United States and abroad, especially as 
more primary sources become available to researchers.11 
The intricate transnational—in particular, transatlantic—networks that have supported 
Adams’s, Reich’s and Glass’s operas offer one such compelling area for study. Glass’s The 
Perfect American is a perfect example of the criss-crossing American and European networks 
and identity formations at play. Commissioned by a European impresario, Gerard Mortier, 
for the (now defunct) New York City Opera, Glass (an American composer) composed an 
                                                 
11A younger generation of musicologists is taking the first steps toward establishing this subfield of opera 
studies. See, for instance, Alice Cotter, “Sketches of Grief: Genesis, Musical Development, and Revision in the 
Operas of John Adams, Peter Sellars, and Alice Goodman” (PhD diss., Princeton University [expected 2015]); 
Sasha Metcalf, “Institutions and Patrons in American Opera: The Reception of Philip Glass, 1976–1992” (PhD 
diss., University of California, Santa Barbara [expected 2015]); Leah Weinberg, “Theater of Representation: 
Einstein on the Beach, Minimalist Opera, and the Cultural Politics of Intermedial Collaboration” (PhD diss., 
University of Michigan [expected 2015]). See also, Jelena Novak, “From Minimalist Music to Postopera: 
Repetition, Representation and (Post)Modernity in the Operas of Philip Glass and Louis Andriessen,” The 
Ashgate Research Companion to Minimalist and Postminimalist Music, eds. Keith Potter, Kyle Gann, and Pwyll 
ap Siôn (London: Ashgate, 2013), 129–40; Novak, “Singing Corporeality: Reinventing the Vocalic Body in 
Postopera” (PhD diss., University of Amsterdam, 2012). 
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opera about the final days of Walt Disney’s life. The opera, which was directed by British 
director Phelim McDermott, is based on the 2001 novel The Perfect American, originally 
written in German by Peter Stephan Jungk (an American-born author who lives and works in 
Germany) but later translated into English by Michael Hofmann. The novel is told from the 
perspective of Austrian-born animator Wilhelm Dantine, a one-time employee of Disney. 
When Mortier left New York City Opera for a post at the Teatro Real, the commission 
followed him. Following its premiere in Madrid, The Perfect American appeared at ENO, but 
has yet to reach U.S. soil. Transatlanticism indeed. 
The expression of religion, or, more generally, the sacred, in American operas is 
another promising area of study. With the shrinking cultural horizons brought about by 
globalization in the closing decades of the twentieth century, the clash of religious ideologies 
and narratives has informed the subjects of operas by John Adams and Steve Reich, among 
others. Still other operas and opera-like works act as musico-dramatic expressions of a single 
faith or belief. Philip Glass’s Akhnaten explores ideas of monotheism, whereas David Lang’s 
The Little Match Girl Passion (2007) provides a window into contemporary Christian 
expression through its setting of Hans Christian Andersen’s story The Little Match Girl in the 
format of Johann Sebastian Bach’s Saint Matthew Passion. Operas such as Doctor Atomic, 
on the other hand, are imbued with a more generalized expression of the sacred, variously 
referencing Native American mythology, Hindu cosmology, and Christian eschatology. 
The different approaches toward dramatic construction also offer another avenue for 
musicological exploration, one that might be extended outward to include operas of the early 
twentieth-century. Since at least the 1920s with Igor Stravinsky’s and Jean Cocteau’s opera-
oratorio Oedipus Rex, composers and librettists have increasingly incorporated direct 
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addresses to the audience into their operas in various guises; extradiegetic narrators, 
omniscient choruses, and narrative prologues recur throughout twentieth-century opera. An 
examination of hybrids of mimesis and diegesis in twentieth-century opera would contribute 
to a larger discourse on evolving modes of narrative and storytelling in the modern and post-
modern eras. 
As a musical language with roots in American popular song, world music, and—
perhaps most importantly—mid-century American avant-gardes, minimalism and its 
attendant aesthetics and practices have acted as a revitalizing influence on opera, marking a 
uniquely American form of music theater that responds to and strives to situate itself within 
the tradition of opera. Theater scholar and critic Bonnie Marranca, reviewing in 1996 a 
Robert Wilson production of Gertrude Stein’s and Virgil Thomson’s Four Saints in Three 
Acts, took the opportunity to reflect on the larger movement of the American avant-garde 
over the course of the century: 
Looking back over the twentieth century, what emerges is a distinctive American 
style that can be traced from Stein to Cage/Cunningham, then to Wilson, and in 
music, from Thomson to contemporary composers such as Philip Glass, John Adams, 
Robert Ashley, Steve Reich, Laurie Anderson, and Meredith Monk, who continue to 
search for new, colloquial musical languages. American avant-garde theatre tradition 
rooted itself in European modernism before becoming absorbed at home in the 
experiments of the last half-century, the two traditions merging in work whose texts 
are more poetry than drama, the staging more painterly than anecdotal, the music 
more speech than symphony, and whose profound spiritual awareness is less dogma 
than philosophy. The American sublime is a vernacular marvelous.12 
 
As earnest attempts at transforming opera musically, dramatically, and 
technologically to communicate more effectively with contemporary audiences, Satyagraha, 
The Cave, and Doctor Atomic conform to the longstanding exceptionalist narrative of 
American opera as the future of all opera. At the same time, they are inextricably bound up in 
                                                 
12Bonnie Marranca, “Hymns of Repetition,” Performance Histories (New York: PAJ Publications, 2008), 79. 
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changing attitudes toward and notions of the very myth of American exceptionalism. As a 
form of American vernacular, minimalist opera speaks to the concerns of the late twentieth-
and early twenty-first-century United States by drawing on the legacies of earlier avant-
gardes. Although not always obvious and perhaps attenuated, the influences of the avant-
gardes reveal an unquestionable web of connections that link past with present and one art 
form with another. Resituated within new artistic and socio-political contexts, the aesthetics 
and practices of the avant-gardes continue to echo, however faintly, both transforming and 
being transformed as they sound against and within the expanding frame of a lively, ever-
evolving operatic tradition. 
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APPENDIX 1. TRANSCRIPTION OF TEXT FOR PROPOSED PHOENIX 
SETTLEMENT SCENE FOR SATYAGRAHA. 
 
From Constance DeJong’s personal archives. Used by permission. 
 
ACT I, Scene 2: Phoenix Settlement 
 
Chapter IV, V. 16 –  
 
16. What is work? What worklessness? Herein even sages are perplexed. So shall I preach to 
you concerning work; and once you have understood my words you will find release from ill. 
 
17. For a man must understand the nature of work, of work ill done, and worklessness, all 
three: profound are the ways of work. 
 
18. The man who sees worklessness in work itself, and work in worklessness is wise among 
his fellows, integrated, performing every work. 
 
19. When all a man’s emprises are free from desire for fruit and motive, his works burnt up 
in wisdom’s fire, then wise men call him learned. 
 
20. When he has cast off all attachment to the fruits of works, ever content, on none 
dependent, though he embarks on work himself, in fact he does no work at all. 
 
*21. Nothing hoping, his thought and self controlled, giving up all possessions, he only does 
such work as is needed for his body’s maintenance, and so he avoids defilement. 
 
22. Content to take whatever chance may bring his way, surmounting all dualities, knowing 
no envy, the same in success and failure, though working still he is not bound. 
 
23. Attachment gone, deliverance won, his thoughts are fixed on wisdom: he works for 
sacrifice alone, and all the work he ever did entirely melts away. 
 
———————— 
 
Chapter II, V. 47 (p 145) 
 
47. (But) work alone is your proper business, never the fruits it may produce: let not your 
motive be the fruit of works nor your attachment to mere worklessness. 
 
———————— 
 
Chapter III, V. 8&9 (p 164) 
 
Do the work that is prescribed for you, for to work is better than to do no work at all, for 
without working you will not succeed even in keeping your body in good repair. 
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(Do the work for which one is fitted. Action is better than inaction.) 
 
———————— 
 
[Chapter II, V. 48] 
 
48. Stand fast in sameness-and-indifference, surrendering attachment; in success and failure 
be the same and then get busy with your works. 
 
———————— 
 
Chapter III, V. 19- (p 168) 
 
19. Therefore detached, perform unceasingly the works that must be done for the man 
detached who labours on to the highest must win through. 
 
20. For only by working on did Janaka and his life attain perfection’s prize. Or if again you 
consider the welfare of the world, then you should work & act. 
 
21. Whatever the noblest does, that too will others do: the standard that he sets all the world 
will follow. 
 
22. In the three worlds there is nothing that I need do, nor anything unattained that I need to 
gain, yet work is the element in which I move. 
 
23. For if I were not tirelessly to busy Myself with works then would men everywhere follow 
in my footsteps. 
 
24. If I were not to do my work, these worlds would fall to ruin, and I should be a worker of 
confusion, destroying these my creatures. 
 
25. As witless fools perform their works attached to the work they do, so, unattached, should 
the wise men do, longing to bring about the welfare and coherence of the world. 
 
———————— 
 
27. It is material Nature’s three constituents that do all works wherever works are done; but 
he whose self is by the ego fooled thinks, “It is I who do.” 
 
30. Cast all your works on Me, your thoughts withdrawn in what appertains to self; have 
neither hope nor thought that “This is mine”: cast off this fever! Fight! 
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APPENDIX 3. DESCRIPTION OF THE CAVE, FEBRUARY–MARCH 1989. 
 
Brooklyn Academy of Music Archives. Used by permission. 
 
 
The Cave – a documentary music video theater work 
According to biblical accounts, Abraham purchased a cave from Ephron the Hittite in order 
to bury his wife Sarah. It is also the cave in which he and his descendants, Isaac and 
Rebecca, Jacob and Leah were buried, and, according to oral tradition, Adam and Eve as 
well. Abraham, or in the Koran, Ibrahim, is revered by both Jews and Muslims, and it is to 
him that they both trace their lineage: the Jews, through Isaac, and the Muslims, through 
Ishmael. Yet, the cave, which is on the West Bank now occupied by Israel, in the town of 
Hebron, is blocked and inaccessible. The town of Hebron itself has often been a site of 
conflict between Jews and Muslims. Throughout history other peoples, recognizing the 
cave’s significance, marked it by their own buildings. Herod built a wall around it, a 
Byzantine church was built on its site to be replaced by a synagogue, and from the 12th 
century to 1967 the Muslims laid claim to it and made in inaccessible to all but fellow 
Muslims. Until 1967, Jews were able to approach it only up to the seventh step. Now, they 
have been granted certain times when they may pray at the blocked entrance. It is, at present, 
one of those places where tourists are not welcome. 
 
In each part of the work, 5 large video projection screens (approximately 8 ft. x 10 ft.), will 
present interviews, landscapes and archival footage in sequences timed with live music. In 
addition, texts from both Biblical and Koranic sources will be rhythmically typed out, and 
double by live musicians. The languages used will include English, the original Hebrew or 
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Arabic, French and German. We have already developed a computer ‘typing instrument’ with 
the help of our technical consultant from the MIT Media Lab. 
 
Part 1 
The first part of this work will focus on the location and significance of the cave and the 
character of Abraham / Ibrahim. We will make video recordings of Jewish and Arab scholars, 
religious people, secularists, soldiers, archeologists, etc., in Israel. We will also focus on the 
experiences of older Oriental and African Jews born in Yemen, Iraq, Morocco and Ethiopia, 
in the country of their birth. In addition, we will probably use archival footage preceding and 
including the partition of Palestine, as well as archeological footage concerning the cave. 
Landscapes in the area surrounding the cave, and other places in Israel will be included. The 
texts presented will be from the life of Abraham/Ibrahim in the Bible and in the Koran. 
 
Part 2 
The present strife surrounding the cave and the conflicting views of Abraham / Isaac on the 
one hand and Ibrahim / Ishmael on the other leads us to search for a time and place when 
Jews and Muslims lived in relative harmony. In the tenth and eleventh centuries in Spain, 
Cordoba became the most enlightened city in medieval Europe. Jews and Muslims lived 
together there in what has been called a “Golden Age”. Of what did this consist? We will 
seek answers to these questions by asking scholars and historians not only in Spain but also 
in Cairo which is the ‘intellectual capital’ of the Arab world. Today as well, in large Western 
cities like New York, London and Paris, Jews and Muslims live together, generally with no 
major problems. Is there anything to be learned from these ‘melting pots’ to be applied to the 
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middle east? These questions will take us to Cordoba, Cairo, London, Paris, and New York 
to videotape and to find archival footage. The texts presented may include newspapers and 
historical documents. 
 
Part 3 
After investigating other places and times where Jews and Muslims lived in relative harmony 
we return to Israel in the present. With the information gathered from interviews in Part II we 
ask those previously interviewed in part I, if there is a way for Jews and Muslims to live in 
close proximity without physical strife. For Jews, as a majority population with statehood in 
the Middle East, there is no precedent for peaceful coexistence. As an absolute minority, 
there is. What did we learn in Part II? Does a reinterpretation of Abraham/Ibrahim move us 
towards greater understanding? Can the cave be entered? Texts presented will include some 
of those previously presented, but in a new context. 
 
A new type of music theater 
This work will use as its points of departure not only the early tape speech pieces of Steve 
Reich Its Gonna Rain (1965) and Come Out (1966), but in particular his recent (1988) 
Different Trains, and will integrate these with the techniques developed by Beryl Korot in 
her multi-monitor video installations Dachau 1974 and Text and Commentary (1977). What 
this will mean on stage, for example, is that when a person speaks on one or more of the five 
large (8 x 10 foot) video projection screens, his or her speech melody will be exactly doubled 
and harmonized by live musicians on stage. The video will thus, at times, generate a line of 
musical counterpoint that is precisely the melody of a particular speaking voice. 
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 There will be a total of about 24 musicians, including six to eight singers. The position of the 
musicians and singers vis a vis the five large video screens; for example, whether they are 
placed below or above the screens and the exact nature and placement of their instruments as 
well as their costume and lighting will all be elements in this theater. Beyond the singers, 
who may have actions to perform, there will be no actors as such. The actors in this 
documentary music video theater will be the people appearing on the five video screens. 
 
 230
APPENDIX 4. TIMELINE OF DOCTOR ATOMIC’S CREATION. 
 
Created by Kip Cranna. Used by permission. 
 
Time Event Remarks 
Fall 1992 San Francisco Opera performs John Adams’ 
opera The Death of Klinghoffer.  
SFO is one of several co-
commissioners of this new work. 
November 1994 John Adams and Lotfi Mansouri, SFO’s then 
General Director, discuss a possible new opera 
topic 
Adams is busy with his new “song-
play” I Was Looking at the Ceiling, 
to premiere in Berkeley in 1995. 
October 1998 Mansouri again approaches Adams regarding 
a new opera. 
 
January 1999 Adams, Mansouri, and SFO Musical 
Administrator Kip Cranna begin trading ideas 
about subjects for a new opera commission. 
Numerous books, authors, and 
potential librettists discussed 
June 1999 Adams declines invitation for a commission 
for the 2003 season based on a classic 
American novel. 
Cites other commitments. 
January 14, 2000 Pamela Rosenberg, soon to become SFO’s 
new General Director, and Musical 
Administrator Kip Cranna meet with Adams 
to begin new discussions about an opera 
commission. 
 
February 1, 2002 Rosenberg and Cranna meet with Adams, who 
commits to a new opera, subtitled “An 
American Faust,” for the fall of 2005.  Peter 
Sellars will direct. 
The new opera will be part of 
Rosenberg’s on-going series of 
Faust-themed operas. She begins 
the search for other companies as 
co-commissioners.   
March 2002 SFO Musical Administrator Kip Cranna 
confers with John Adams regarding the time 
schedule and deadlines for writing his new 
opera, and begins negotiations with librettist 
Alice Goodman 
 
April 2002 Cranna begins finalizing negotiations with 
John Adam’s publisher for his commission. 
Letter of intent for librettist Alice 
Goodman issued. 
May 2002 Preliminary budgets and timelines developed  
June 30, 2002 Pamela Rosenberg, Music Director Donald 
Runnicles, and Kip Cranna meet in San 
Francisco with the creative team to get their 
“first pass” on a synopsis and cast list for the 
opera 
This initial concept will under go 
much change. 
July 2002 discussions about casting begin with Adams, 
Rosenberg, and SFO Artistic Administrator 
Brad Trexell 
Some singers are considered whose 
roles are eventually dropped from 
the scenario 
August 2002 John Adams decides he would prefer to have 
San Francisco Opera as the single 
commissioner 
 
Serious discussions underway about casting 
the role of Oppenheimer. Adams feels it 
should be a baritone. 
Other opera companies would be 
involved as “co-producers” to 
develop the physical production of 
the opera.  
November 9, 2002 John Adams signs his commission agreement 
for Doctor Atomic 
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December 12, 2002 SFO issues press release formally announcing 
the commissioning of Doctor Atomic 
World premier set for October 
2005. 
January 2003 SFO’s American co-producer confirms its 
plans to present Doctor Atomic. Pamela 
Rosenberg encourages a European company to 
program Doctor Atomic in 2007 and received 
encouraging response. 
 
February 2003 Pamela Rosenberg asks for help from Peter 
Sellars in persuading some major artists to 
join the cast.  Adams and Sellars decide to 
eliminate the role of Mici (Mrs. Edward) 
Teller. 
 
February 13, 2003 Kip Cranna meets with Documentary 
Filmmaker Jon Else, who reports his plan to 
make a documentary about the making of the 
opera Dr. Atomic. 
The new documentary would be a 
form of sequel to Else’s award-
winning documentary “The Day 
After Trinity.” 
June 2003 Alice Goodman withdraws as librettist of Dr. 
Atomic due to time conflicts.  Adams and 
Sellars have a series of meetings in London to 
discuss the libretto 
 
September 2003 Adams, Sellars, Rosenberg, Cranna meet in 
San Francisco. 
Sellars is now compiling libretto 
material from a wide variety of 
published sources.  Scope of opera 
has changed, time-frame 
telescoped.  [Development of H-
Bomb, Teller/Oppenheimer 
confrontation will not be included.] 
January 2004 European premiere of Doctor Atomic 
confirmed for June 2007. 
New production also slated for Germany in 
July 2007. 
Another American company to 
present the opera in 2007. Possible 
UK production discuss for 2008. 
February 12, 2004 Rosenberg and Cranna have dinner with 
Adams, and he plays some scenes from the 
opera on his “MIDI” computer. 
 
February 2004 John Adams informs SFO that several small 
roles originally planned for the opera have 
been eliminated.  
Cast list now appears definite and 
final casting can be done. 
February 27, 2004 SFO confirms plans for Doctor Atomic 
website mini-hub 
 
March 3, 2004 Boosey & Hawkes reports good progress 
securing literary rights for libretto excerpts 
 
March 16, 2004 Documentary filmmaker Jon Else 
reports he has begun filming interviews 
 
March 17, 2004 Adams reports problems in obtaining literary 
rights to one of the sources he wants for his 
libretto. Remains hopeful. 
 
May 21, 2004 The world gets a “sneak preview” of Dr. 
Atomic as John Adams conducts the New 
York Philharmonic, with soloist Audra 
McDonald, in “Easter Eve 1945,” Kitty 
Oppenheimer’ aria from the opera. 
 
August 2005 Doctor Atomic singers arrive in San Francisco 
for rehearsals 
 
October 2, 2005 World Premier of Doctor Atomic  
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APPENDIX 5. EARLIEST DOCTOR ATOMIC SYNOPSIS. 
 
Drawn from 6 July 2002 email from Pamela Rosenberg to various potential co-producers. 
Used by permission. 
 
 
The Opera has 2 Acts 
 
ACT 1: Takes Place in Los Alamos Atomic Research Center (Director: Oppenheimer; 
General Groves: the Guardian Angel from Washington who got the money together and 
made it happen) 
 
Scene 1: Monsters in the Desert: Horror movie music; Technicolor Outrage; wild orchestral 
colors; lurid, genuinely strange; Hitchcock influence 
 
Interlude: Desert Thunderstorms 
 
Scene 2: Los Alamos Wives: high secrecy gossip (not to supposed to know what their 
husbands are up to, but of course, do) 
 This scene takes place a day before Trinity Test. Wives lead a boring life in Los 
Alamos, so there’s lots of gossip, lots of making babies, etc. Kitty is semi-alcoholic, not 
much liked by the other wives. She has a fascinating biography, highly intelligent, highly 
wired. 
 
Scene 3: “Cosi fan Tutte”:  Oppenheimers, Tellers, MacMillans plus the Maid 
 
Scene 4: Men of Science; Boys at Work: enthralled with the cosmic splendor of advanced 
physics; Richard Feinmann dazzle of ricochet and surprise; discussion moving at incredible 
pace: science taking off!!! Incredible concentration of brilliance. 
 
Scene 5: Women of Numbing Work;  rows of women (secretaries, doubling at night as 
prostitutes) crunching numbers, doing endless sets of equations--before the advent of 
computers obviously--so there’s rows and rows of them. 
 
Scene 6: CENTER PIECE OF THE FIRST ACT: TRINITY EXPLOSION 
 GOES BACK TO MIDDLE OF NIGHT (WIVES WAITING FOR NEWS OF 
WHAT THEY’RE NOT SUPPOSED TO KNOW) 
BEAUTIFUL, NOCTURNAL SCENE 
 
 5:00 a.m. bomb!!! 
 
 Followed by men’s reaction at test sight 
 
THE WORLD LITERALLY CHANGES AT THIS MOMENT 
 
Scene 7: General Groves and Security Meeting; taste of Paranoia 
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Scene 8: Monster Sequence II 
 which is quiet and eerie: drift of fall-out 
 
FINALE OF ACT I: 
 
Cocktail Party: Night of Hiroshima 
 wives attack Gen. Groves 
 Oppenheimer vs Teller: squaring off 
 Some are devastated: something monstrous has occurred 
 Some wildly celebrating that the War is over 
 
ACT II: 10 Years Later; Scenes take place in Washington D.C. and the Pacific 
 
Scene 1: Post-War World: 
 commercially driven/white products/Tupperware ladies 
 everything positive 
 
Scene 2: Edward and Mitzi Teller (their time has come) 
 
Scene 3: Men of Science: Dupont, Westinghouse, GE, Remington Rand 
 
Scene 4: Women of Numbing Leisure: everything that was created by science has shifted to 
the kitchen. Automated households are the objects of their dreams 
 
Scene 5: followed by a T.V. commercial 
 
Scene 6: Pacific Explosion 
 Pacific Blues: old Kodachrome colors 
 King Juda: head of tribe moved from Bikini Islands because of the tests 
 
Scene 7: cut to Washington: 
 General Leslie Groves (in military drag) telling the Oppenheimers the way the wind 
is blowing and talking to them about the Communist menace 
 
 Scene shifts scene between Groves (now in Civilian clothes: he’s going into the 
private sector) and the Tellers 
 the official line and attitude of Industrial-Military Complex: 
 incredible revving up in World War II for the War Machine now needs to be 
translated to “permanent war” (i.e. against the Communist threat) to keep the economy 
revved up and to support Manufacturing sector; 
 
University leaders, Consortium Leaders and Military: Industrial/Military Complex as 
Conscious Policy Decision 
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Scene 8: CENTRAL PIECE OF ACT II 
 
 HUAC: Hearing on Un-American Activities: 
  virulent chorus of accusation, paranoia 
  lead by southern Senator Hickenlooper 
 
  Teller’s testimony betraying Oppenheimer 
  Oppenheimer’s testimony betraying himself 
  Oppenheimer is crucified because he opposed Hydrogen Bomb 
 
______ Fresco of Huge Tableau of everyone present 
 
Scene 9: Followed by a beautiful commercial 
 
 which leads to 
 
Scene 10: Another Pacific Explosion: music will waft across the piece of explosions 
 
Scene 11: Groves as businessman 
 hotel room: Groves, Mitzi, Teller and King Juda’s daughter 
 “You can’t eat the fish”--islanders starving the death 
 
 Oppenheimer and Kitty in their hotel room (Kitty turns into strong character: keeping 
Oppenheimer on the rails) 
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